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Magnolia Star Route is a collection of short fiction named for a road that connects
the town of Nederland to the city of Boulder, Colorado. The stories share the common
aspect of all being set in and around Nederland and contain overlapping scenes and
characters that unite the stories into the form of a composite novel. The critical
introduction, “My Unreliability” describes how I used the format from Sherwood
Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio and James Joyce’s Dubliners to structure a collection
heavily influenced by the writings of Salman Rushdie and Paul Auster. The introduction
begins by describing the influence growing up in Nederland had on me as a young writer
and the effect that moving to Mississippi had on my perspective as I continued my
writing career.
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CHAPTER I

MY UNRELIABILITY

* * Life in Nederland * *
But the Colorado rocky mountain high
I've seen it rainin' fire in the sky
The shadow from the starlight is softer than a lullaby
Rocky mountain high
—John Denver, Rocky Mountain High
I grew up on a dirt road named Magnolia Star Route halfway between the towns
of Boulder and Nederland, Colorado. Our house was a two-bedroom cabin that was
initially designed as a garage, but the original owners changed their minds at the last
minute and the structure was converted into a cabin. One result of this last-minute change
was a scattering of mysterious light switches throughout the house that lacked any
obvious purpose. I slept in a loft open to the stairs with a floor-to-ceiling curtain that
served as one of the walls of my room. The house did have a furnace, but was mostly
heated by a small wood stove in the living room. My mother taught me to read one winter
while we huddled next to the stove, our feet propped on the firewood stacked around it.
The back of the house opened up on a sloping valley full of cabins and teepees, the
opposite ridge populated with evergreen trees and radio towers.
Eight miles to the left of our house, down the winding road covered in ruts and
crisscrossed by wandering herds of elk, is the town of Nederland. The town was named
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by a Dutch company that owned several mines in the area during the town’s early years
as a mining community. The name means “low lands” and refers to Nederland’s location
downhill from the now abandoned boomtown of Caribou. Nederland, which is now
populated by around thirteen hundred people, has transformed from a mining town to a
last stop for tourists heading deeper into the mountains, either to the nearby Eldora Ski
resort or the hiking trails of the Indian Peaks Wilderness area.
The fact that Nederland primarily relies on tourist dollars for its income, lacking a
central industry, prevents the town from defining its residents by a single occupation.
Unlike practicing mining or logging towns that are reliant on a single industry, or even a
single company, the population of Nederland is instead comprised of a collection of
scattered individuals that combine to create a unified population. Most of the people who
live in or around Nederland commute down the mountain to Boulder or Denver. My
description in “Going Home” of the characters getting up before dawn to commute to
work is based on my own experiences riding in the truck with my father on his way to
work. The heterogeneous collection of people from a variety of backgrounds combines to
form a homogenous group of people who identify themselves as “mountain people.”
This culture of highly developed individuals united into a collective society is
what originally piqued my interest in the concept of the composite novel. After writing
“Going Home” and “Frozen” in December of 2005, I noticed my theme of placing
different characters into virtually the same setting in order to discover how different
personalities react to the same stimulus in unique ways. My original goal was to try to
capture the feel of life in Nederland by showing different aspects of its society from a
broad variety of perspectives.
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My original inspiration for this collection is Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg,
Ohio because it focuses both on the individual as a unit and on the town as a whole. The
first time I read Winesburg, Ohio I was intrigued by the way Anderson is able to capture
the feeling that comes from living in a small town—the close sense of community, the
interaction in other people’s lives, and the tendency to expand small everyday events into
epic proportions.
Even though I try to emulate Anderson’s structure in several ways, such as the
reoccurrence of characters in different stories and the use of geography to create a map of
the town in the reader’s mind, I depart from Anderson’s feeling of entrapment that
permeates Winesburg, Ohio’s grotesques who have become incapable of expressing
themselves. Whereas Anderson uses George Willard as his symbol of hope and makes
him the only character able to escape the town, I have tried to turn this concept around
with my collection and create the theme of a desire to return home to the comfort of the
small community. Anderson’s characters are physically incapable of escape and my
characters, on the other hand, choose, for one reason or another, to not even try. This
theme is strongest in “Going Home” as it describes how Jake comes to realize that
instead of dreading his house, a microcosm of the town, he actually finds security in its
closeness. I also address this idea in “The Brink of Perfection” by creating a protagonist
who moves to Nederland as part of his attempt to develop his identity through creating
ties with a community and life in the mountains.
In a town where the residents take pride in individualism, the establishment of a
strong identity is a theme that pervades all aspects of my work. The connection with the
“mountain” identity is a source of pride for the residents of Nederland. It is widely
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believed that only a certain type of individual possesses the necessary temperament to
live the required self-sufficient lifestyle that comes with living in the mountains. Life in a
small, isolated community creates the tendency to look at the outside world with
suspicion and possibly distrust. The protagonist in “Herbie” is both reliant on tourists for
his income and condescending towards them, making a point to refer to the female
patrons of his show as “prissy city women.” When you live in a community that provides
only the bare necessities, and shopping for clothing or entertainment items requires a
forty-five-minute drive down the mountain, you learn to be self-sufficient. Whenever
someone from the “flats” moves to the mountains, the neighboring residents observe
them with a detached scrutiny. It takes two to three years of living in the mountains, at
least two winters of driving treacherous icy roads up steep grades, before one can be
accepted as a “mountain” person. One conflict that arises in “Frozen” is the difference in
personalities that causes problems between Mitch, a long-time resident of Nederland, and
Kim, an outsider from California trying to establish her role in the mountain community.

* * Migration to Mississippi * *
Storytelling and copulation are the two chief forms of amusement in the South.
They’re inexpensive and easy to procure.
—Robert Penn Warren
I often think of myself as a writer on the run, relying on a scrap of a story here
and a bit of an anecdote there to piece together stories like a puzzle. I am very mobile
when I write, at least the first draft. I write almost everything by hand wherever and
whenever I get the chance. One of the first things that I realized as a writer is that I need
to be able to write in practically any situation if I am ever going to get anything
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accomplished. I’ve tried setting aside a specific time of day to sit in my office and only
think about writing, but as soon as I had to cancel one of these times, usually around the
third day, I would become discouraged and stop writing altogether. With ideal conditions
proving themselves to be less than ideal, I decided to experiment with the opposite
approach and try writing everything in random locations until I had enough of a story on
paper that I’d be able to sit down at my computer and type out a complete work. I began
writing everywhere I could think of: the Waffle House at three in the morning, the roof of
my office between classes, friends’ houses while they did their own work for school, the
Laundromat—any place where I could sit with a notebook spread across my lap. I soon
discovered that I use the different locations as a way to expand the range of my writing.
By putting myself in unexpected places I am able to produce unexpected ideas.
All of the stories in this collection are inspired in some way by the town of
Nederland. It wasn’t until recently, while sitting in a Mexican restaurant one afternoon
eating chips and outlining “The Brink of Perfection,” that I realized just how much of an
impact growing up in Nederland had on my writing method itself, not just the content of
my writing. In addition to the unique composition of the population that inspires bizarre
material, it is also a place where the physical act of storytelling figures prominently in
society. Storytelling and gossip occurs in every small town, but the mountains organically
encourage the spread of myth and legend—a tradition that figures heavily in my writing.
In writing “Frozen” I had the goal of taking a story from my childhood and expanding it
in a new direction in which the legend is not the main focus of the work, but instead
functions as the backdrop for the story that affects the characters only so much as they
respond to it. I intend for the title of the story to contain multiple meanings: as a reference
5

to the cryogenics mentioned in the work, as an insight into Mitch’s congealed personality
and unwillingness to change, and also as a suggestion that the story of the frozen
grandfather is “frozen” in Nederland’s cannon of legends.
In “Herbie” I take a more traditional approach to a legend by retelling a story
from the 1940s in a contemporary setting. Colorado was home to Mike, a real chicken
who survived for eighteen months after having most of his head cut off by a misguided
axe. Although Mike was from Fruita, Colorado instead of Nederland, I created Mike’s
owner out of a composite of characters that I knew from growing up by imagining what
they would do if placed in the situation of chasing a headless chicken down the road. This
more traditional method of addressing legend is particularly common in the storytelling
tradition because it relies on taking a lasting premise and changing it every time it is
retold. Even though both the legends of the frozen grandfather and the headless chicken
have gained enough popularity that they have annual festivals in their honor, I thought
that the different aspects of the legends merited different methods of retelling them.
There is something about folklore that leads to the creation of stories more bizarre than
complete fiction. All successful lies have an element of truth to them; it’s the same with
fiction. True stories are stretched and expanded with each retelling until they become
unique, become fiction.
I moved to Mississippi after my junior year of college for a variety of reasons, but
mostly on a pure whim. Inspired by William Faulkner’s suggestion that “To understand
the world, you must first understand a place like Mississippi” I decided that it would be
beneficial for me to experience a different culture from the one I had grown up in. I
arrived in Starkville at one in the morning on August 1, 2004 in a borrowed Ford
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Expedition towing a stock trailer that contained practically everything I owned. The thing
that took the most getting used to as a transplant to the South was all of the noise that fills
the night. Stepping out into the early morning humidity, I was amazed by the cacophony
of frogs and insects surrounding me. I spent many of my first nights in Mississippi sitting
on the chipped cement stairs of my apartment drinking cheap bourbon and smoking
cheaper cigars as I contemplated my new role as a transfer student at Mississippi State
University.
With no job for the first few months and a subsequent overabundance of free
time, I was doing a lot of writing as I tried to capture my feelings about experiencing a
new life and being more than a thousand miles away from my family. I continued to write
on my own as I focused on completing my undergraduate degree, but it wasn’t until my
third, and what I thought would be my last, semester at State that I signed up for a
creative writing class with the intention of fulfilling the last of my class requirements.
Despite the fact that I had never taken a creative writing class before, I walked into class
full of the arrogance that came with being a senior English major who was only a few
short months away from earning a degree. Fueled by haughtiness, I decided to do
something that I thought was unique and write my final story from the second person
perspective—it was horrible. To her credit, my professor, Becky Hagenston, was very
encouraging and offered a variety of advice as I floundered through the required ten
pages of my final story.
When I started that last semester of my undergraduate work I intended to transfer
to a different university for graduate school the following semester, but personal
circumstances changed and I decided to stay in Starkville for my Master’s degree.
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Remembering my recent encouragement, and not really sure what else to take, I went
ahead and signed up to take Becky’s Craft of Fiction, my first true fiction workshop, the
following semester. In preparation for the class, I wrote the stories “Going Home” and
“Frozen” while I was back in Colorado for the holiday break. I thought up the theme for
“Going Home” while I was driving on I-70 across Kansas and almost wrecked my car
trying to jot down the story idea without pulling over. I was inspired to write “Frozen”
after stopping for lunch at the grocery story in Nederland and seeing a display of t-shirts
left over from the previous Frozen Dead Guy Days festival. I wrote the story with the
intention of workshopping it in class and using it as my writing sample for my
application to the Summer Literary Seminar writing program in St. Petersburg, Russia.

* * From Russia with Love * *
Art is not a handicraft, it is the transmission of feeling the artist has experienced.
—Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy
My time in St. Petersburg was my first real interaction with writers outside of my
program at State. It was a good experience for me because my Craft of Fiction workshop
was filled with my peers who were hesitant to be as harsh as they needed to be about
someone’s mistakes. Before I arrived in Russia, I was looking forward to having my
work read by a group of writers with a wide variety of backgrounds and experience levels
that would be able to offer a diversity of perspectives about my work. Because I attended
the entire month of the program, I was able to participate in two different workshops. I
am fascinated by the knowledge I gained from engaging in two completely different
workshop experiences.
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My first workshop discussed “Frozen,” and I was intrigued by the fact that I
received completely unexpected responses to my work. As one of the youngest
participants in the program, a country boy who grew up in the mountains of Colorado and
was going to school in the middle of Mississippi, I was shocked by the level of insight
that was attributed to my story. At the time I had not read any Nabokov, but I had two
people suggest in workshop that I had made several references to Lolita throughout my
story. I had another critic express surprise about my age because she thought, based on
the age of the protagonist of “Frozen,” that I was an older writer describing personal
sentiments that come from growing older.
The workshop was led by an experienced writer who teaches workshops in
Oregon and one of the most beneficial aspects of her workshop was her practice of
meeting with each participant individually outside of class to discuss the story in-depth
and get her direct feedback about the work. When we met in the lobby of the conference
hotel and found seats tucked away in one of the side alcoves I was very nervous about
discussing my story with an award-winning author, but as we worked our way through
my story and discussed the different aspects that needed to be revised I was surprised by
the fact that I disagreed with practically everything that she told me to change about my
story. In my previous experiences in workshops I had a tendency to change things in my
stories without thinking about them, but now I found myself refusing as I realized that I
was establishing my voice as a writer and cementing the goals that I had for my writing.
Whereas the suggestions that were offered were powerful and would have added
previously undeveloped depth to the story, they would also have completely altered the
tone of the work. I went for a walk after our meeting, strolling down one of St.
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Petersburg’s many canals in the direction of the Neva river as I pondered my new
epiphany about the nature of a completed work in which I had a clear intention about
what I wanted to accomplish. I had discovered my artistic individuality by refusing to
automatically agree to someone else’s wishes. I consider this my first step towards
establishing my artistic maturity because I realized that both what I wanted to say and
how I said it were important aspects of my craft.
The workshop for my story “Omniscience” went in a much different direction
than my first one. I wrote most of the story at the last minute before the deadline for
submission to the program and I sent it out without any revisions whatsoever. Coming off
of the success of my first workshop, I was eagerly looking forward to hearing what
readers would have to say about a completely unedited rough draft. I should have kept in
mind what Ernest Hemingway said when he noted, “The first draft of anything is shit.” I
was still beginning to realize that the revision process is a vital aspect in all successful
writing.
I was actually very surprised by how well I accepted the criticism offered by my
classmates after I had almost completely rejected all of the advice given by my previous
workshop instructor. Whereas I knew where I wanted “Frozen” to go and what I wanted
it to accomplish, I was very vague about what direction I wanted “Omniscience” to take.
I had the rough guiding idea that I wanted to examine the concept of an author’s complete
control over a work, but that was as much as I knew. I wanted the protagonist, Mark, to
struggle with his power as a symbol showing how writers often struggle with their works
as characters evolve through the course of the writing process. I wanted to examine how
authors, who are supposed to be in complete control of the story at all times, oftentimes
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find the work slipping away as it takes on new aspects not originally foreseen by the
creator. The story ultimately comes down to a struggle for control.
The workshop for the story, like the process of writing the story itself, headed in
directions that I had not anticipated. The story, in its underdeveloped state, led to several
interpretations of the work that were completely different from any ideas that I had while
writing the story. As the workshop progressed, warming up as it gained momentum, my
critics became more comfortable offering criticism and telling me exactly what they
didn’t like about my story. It was undoubtedly the harshest examination of my work to
date. Every aspect of the story that I could imagine, even the title, was criticized and I
was told to completely change practically everything, with at least half-a-dozen
alternative suggestions about what I should do.
Whereas I left my first workshop in a sense of euphoria that comes any time
somebody praises your work, I left my second workshop with a feeling of exaltation from
having survived my first brutal workshop. Part of my excitement came from the
realization that I possessed, at least in part, the necessary thick skin needed to be a writer
and be able to handle criticism of my work. I found this workshop far more helpful than
the first because it actually offered constructive criticism instead of simply offering praise
that didn’t teach me anything as a student of writing. This realization has greatly
influenced my approach to the writing process because it has taught me to criticize every
aspect of everything that I write. By having everything in a single work questioned, I
realized that serious readers examine all aspects of a work and that I as the writer cannot
afford to take anything for granted in my work. It is the job of the author to create
meaning through a carefully crafted process.
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While searching for ways to further my newfound desire to improve all aspects of
my writing, I stumbled across Robert W. Harris’s book When Good People Write Bad
Sentences, which offers a humorous approach to improving writing skills by comparing
the process to other twelve-step programs used to overcome addictions. Harris describes
my exact situation when he writes that inconsiderate writers “might easily recognize
someone else’s bad writing, but when it comes to their own writing skills, they are in
denial” (2). I had no problems finding other writers’ mistakes, but I had failed to realize
how badly I needed to improve my own work. Harris goes on to offer hope to his reader:
“The fruit of my labor is a simple but powerful twelve-step program for recovering from
addiction to bad writing” (3). According to Harris’s model I had already made the first
step towards recovery from what he terms malescribism or “the tendency to write badly”
by admitting that I had a problem (13).
As helpful as they were, I believe that I learned more about writing outside of my
workshop by simply talking to other writers in the program about writing. My evenings
in St. Petersburg typically consisted of an after-dinner walk that gave me the opportunity
to digest my dinner and the topics discussed in class during the course of the day. Long
circular rambles along sedate canals that are occasionally churned by passing tour boats,
past ornately mosaiced churches besieged by tourists with cameras of all calibers, down
to the Neva River to watch the city slow down after the bustle of the day’s activity.
Sitting on the seawall bordering the river, I tried to comprehend what I was supposed to
gain from my experiences, philosophizing about my stance as a young writer exploring
the world for the first time. Most nights I would take my journal with me to record the
day’s events and my reactions to them. When I grew tired of trying to comprehend my
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day I would pack up my notebook and my theories and head to the bar to unwind for the
evening.
The World Cup was in full swing and the bar closest to my hotel was always
crowded with cheering local soccer fans and other members of the program who were not
yet ready to return to the quiet loneliness of their hotel rooms. As the evening dragged on
and the crowd thinned out after the last game of the evening ended, when the bar calmed
down enough to make normal conversation possible, the discussion would inevitably turn
to writing. One older novelist in particular, a professor from Virginia, adopted the
practice of capturing the attention of the younger members of the table by buying a round
before launching into his theories about writing and the effect that the experiences of the
program would have on our writing, both immediately and in the long run.
It was through these discussions that I realized just how thoroughly I had been
affected by the experience of spending time in a foreign environment with people of
similar interests. The first few day of the program were particularly powerful because
everything was frightening and surreal and I was hyper-aware of everything around me.
As my time in Russia progressed and I become more comfortable with my surroundings I
realized the changing nature of my descriptions of the city. My new perceptions reflected
a deeper change in my writing that caused me to question the reliability of my narration.
As I became more familiar with the situation I was in, I became less objective in my
descriptions of events, a fact I discovered one evening while reading over my journal
entries and realizing that what I thought were straightforward accounts of the trip were
really tempered stories that accentuated the positive aspects of the trip and downplayed
the negative. I could not trust myself to reliably describe actual events that I had
13

experienced; I had no idea how I could be trusted to create reliable narrators in my
fiction.

* * The Unreliability of Rushdie * *
Literature is where I go to explore the highest and lowest places in human society
and in the human spirit, where I hope to find not absolute truth but the truth of the tale, of
the imagination and of the heart.
—Salman Rushdie
Salman Rushdie set me on the road to exploring the concept of narrator reliability.
This concept is perhaps the biggest single influence I had in mind while writing the
stories in this collection. The same semester that I was taking that first Creative Writing
class I was also taking a Contemporary Literature class that included Rushdie’s novel
Midnight’s Children and discussed how Rushdie’s protagonist, Saleem Sinai, raises
questions about the concept of narrator reliability as he tells the story of his life,
beginning with the courtship of his grandparents through his own personal experiences.
The novel is a study in magical realism that many have compared to Günter Grass’s The
Tin Drum. Like Grass’s Oskar, who is able to learn the past through his drumming,
Saleem is able to sniff out the past with his supernatural sense of smell bestowed upon
him for being born at the exact moment in 1947 when India gained independence from
the British Empire. Rushdie uses Saleem to advance not only his perception of
storytelling in general, but also how it specifically relates to history: “Most of what
matters in our lives takes place in our absence: but I [Saleem] seem to have found from
somewhere the trick of filling in the gaps in my knowledge, so that everything is in my
head” (14-15). Part way through the first chapter of a novel that is over five hundred
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pages, Rushdie lays the groundwork to experiment with this concept throughout the
entire work.
Reading Rushdie introduced me to the idea that the protagonist of a work does not
necessarily have to tell an “accurate” narrative in order to tell a story, but can instead
move the work in any desired direction: “Sometimes legends make reality, and become
more useful than the facts” (Rushdie, Midnight’s 48). Rushdie intentionally uses
Saleem’s unreliable details to create a new story, coherent and complete, that follows the
truth of the novel instead of the truth of India’s history. Rushdie explains his motives for
doing this in his essay “‘Errata’: or, Unreliable Narration in Midnight’s Children” when
he writes:
Conventionally unreliable narrators are often a little stupid, less able to
work out what’s going on around them than the reader. In such narratives,
one deciphers the true meaning of events by “seeing through” the
narrator’s faulty vision. However, the narrator of Midnight’s Children is
neither particularly stupid, nor particularly unaware of what’s happening.
(23)
Rushdie reinvents the concept by stressing that Saleem is not inadvertently being
unreliable, but is intentionally shaping history to suit his purpose, a concept Rushdie
emphasizes later in the essay: “He is no dispassionate, disinterested chronicler. He wants
so to shape his material that the reader will be forced to concede his central role. He is
cutting up history to suit himself” (24).
When I began writing the stories for this collection, I was enthralled by the idea
that I did not have to limit my characters to simply telling a straightforward story. I think
15

that it is more realistic if the relating of a story forces the reader to pause to consider the
motive the narrator has for telling the story. I use two narrators in “Frozen,” Mitch and
Kim, to demonstrate how people in relationships often have the tendency to describe only
one side of the situation. The story is designed so that the reader is able to take Mitch’s
half of the story and Kim’s half and put them together to form a complete understanding
of the state of their relationship. The narrators in “Jordan” and “Herbie” more closely
follow Saleem’s model and construct their narrations in order to highlight the importance
of their role in the story. The narrator in “The Brink of Perfection” most closely follows
the Edgar Allan Poe model of the character whose unreliability is the result of madness
but tells the story in hopes of proving sanity, such as in “The Tell-Tale Heart” when the
narrator states, “Now this is the point. You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But
you should have seen me. You should have seen how wisely I proceeded—with what
caution—with what foresight—with what dissimulation I went to work!” (317).
In addition to changing my approach to how stories are narrated, Rushdie was
also my first introduction to the genre of magical realism, causing me to also rethink the
restrictions created by not allowing oneself the freedom to experiment with all aspects of
the imagination. Saleem’s desire to alter the important events surrounding India’s
independence forces him to begin the story over thirty years before his birth, the
unknowable facts apparently filled in by his supernatural sense of smell. Rushdie does
not give Saleem his supernatural powers simply for the sake of telling a unique story, but
is instead using the magical realism technique to expand the frame of the novel. Sabrina
Hassumani explains this concept in her book Salman Rushdie: A Postmodern Reading of
His Major Works when she writes, “The use of this strategy helps set the stage for an
16

ongoing blurring of time-boundaries throughout the novel. It also gives Rushdie the
opportunity to insert a narrative voice into the text that is other than Saleem’s first-person
perspective” (31). The trick to using magical realism is to not use the magic simply for
magic’s sake, but have a particular reason for utilizing it.
I have to admit that when I originally came up with the idea to introduce a
supernatural element at the end of “Frozen” I was doing it merely to add to the bizarre
factor of the already strange story. As I revised the story in later drafts, however, I
realized that the chilling encounter between Grandpa and Mitch does serve a specific
purpose in that it calls attention to Mitch’s frozen personality that is unable to adapt to the
idea of marrying Kim. Even though it is fairly clear to the reader that Mitch has no
intention of marrying Kim, Mitch is unwilling to admit it until Grandpa points it out to
him.
I had a more definite purpose for introducing supernatural elements into the plot
of “Herbie.” Specifically, the narrator is such an absurd character that I wanted to create a
counter character that helps show the narrator’s humanity while simultaneously
expanding his buffoonery to over the top proportions. I decided to imbue Herbie with an
intellect far exceeding that of the average chicken, headless or not, and leave it up to the
reader to decide how the narrator would fair in a battle of wits.

* * Bringing It All Together With Paul Auster * *
And that’s why books are never going to die. It’s impossible. It’s the only time we
really go into the mind of a stranger, and we find our common humanity doing this. So
the book doesn’t only belong to the writer, it belongs to the reader as well, and then
together you make it what it is.
—Paul Auster
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I was introduced to Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy in the same way I
became familiar with Rushdie, through a Contemporary Literature class. I was
immediately drawn to Auster’s work because he introduces the concept of narrator
reliability into a modern composite novel. The three works, City of Glass, Ghosts, and
The Locked Room, which comprise The New York Trilogy, were all originally published
as separate works before being combined into a single volume. As the name suggests, the
work imitates the model created by Joyce’s Dubliners and Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio
with all of the stories taking place in a single city, New York. Auster also follows the
tradition of the composite novel and has characters overlap from one story to another to
create connections between the works that weave them together into complex whole. The
three works are detective novels that can be read both independently and congruently.
Even though City of Glass and Ghosts can be read independently, it is not until part way
through The Locked Room that the reader realizes that the narrator in the last book is
actually the author of the first two books: “The entire story comes down to what
happened at the end, and without the end inside me now, I could not have started this
book. The same holds for the two books that come before it, City of Glass and Ghosts.
These three stories are finally the same story, but each one represents a different stage in
my awareness of what it is about” (Auster 346). The three works are essentially three
parts of a story, but instead of consisting of a beginning, middle and end of a narrative
they represent the first, second, and third telling of a single story.
Auster’s experimentation with metafiction and authorial interaction within the
text is what makes The New York Trilogy a truly striking example of the composite
novel. Instead of merely connecting individual stories through common themes,
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locations, and characters he also creates a connection between himself and the texts by
placing himself into his own story, “Paul Auster quite literally rejects theory’s imperative
to die or disperse: he appears, conspicuously, throughout his novels. Leaving behind
disconnected, yet obvious fragments of autobiography and, once, even making a cameo
appearance” (Zilcosky 197). By placing himself within his own work, Auster is
demonstrating that there is always a strong connection between the author and the work.
Even unobtrusive writers, who try to avoid intruding on the interaction that takes place
between the characters and the reader, are always present. This concept is particularly
appealing to me because I am very strongly connected with all of the stories in this
collection. Every scene of every story was written with a definite place from my past in
mind as I try to put my characters, and thus my readers, physically into the town of
Nederland.
The reader is the last part of Auster’s equation that connects with the concept that
literature is supposed to be an interactive relationship between the writer, the work, and
the reader. For Auster, everyone involved in the process assumes the other roles to
complete the cycle of interaction. The reader of the detective story becomes a detective
by trying to figure out the clues and solve the mystery, Auster himself becomes a
character in his work, and his detectives become readers as they try to understand the
villains: “Each of Auster’s novels features a detective who literally reads the manuscripts
of his criminal. Auster’s detectives thus are vehemently readers” (Zilcosky 196). Such
intricate construction of the work fulfills Auster’s theory of the interactive nature of
reading and writing.
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CHAPTER II

THE BRINK OF PERFECTION

Then there was the setting. Only now did Oskar appreciate the trouble Greff had
gone to. The frame, the setting in which Greff hung, was studied to the point of
extravagance. The greengrocer had aimed at a form of death appropriate to himself, a
well-balanced death.
—Günter Grass, The Tin Drum
The wood shavings softly fall like snowflakes in a pile around my feet. I push the
plane slowly along the plank and watch each shaving curl up from the wood, spiraling
unbroken until it hits the occasional darkened knot. Like giant pencil shavings clinging to
the sleeves of my new denim shirt, the roughness of the wood is smoothed into a deadly
polish as I slide one last pass over the edge of each board. Enjoying a satisfied smile, I
slide my palm over the surface of the timber. My uncle, fearful of splinters, always
warned me against doing this, but I can’t resist. I close my eyes as my hand ponders the
area that I’ve been working on, feeling spots that I would never be able to see with my
eyes. Minute scratches in the wood disrupt the surface just enough for my fingertips to
find the blemishes they’re looking for. A spot here, a place there, I take up the plane
again and relish the weight in my hands and the resistance against my biceps as the blade
bites into the surface and whines like tearing tent canvas, accompanied by another
twisting flake that lingers on the edge of the board. A quick puff and it, accompanied by a
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dozen other flakes, flurries over the edge and increases the drift that has obscured my feet
on its way to my knees.
I chose mahogany for this project. I usually don’t pick mahogany because of the
price—pine is cheaper—but I decided that this particular piece needed that deep crimson
tone that you can only get with mahogany. I had originally thought about using pine
because of its creamy melted gold complexion, but I kept getting drawn back to the
mahogany. A lot of guys don’t like working with pine because it’s easy to crack if you’re
not careful, but I’ve grown up with it and love it for its simplicity. Most of the time when
you work with fresh cut pine it is almost perfectly white, but as it ages it develops a
mellower yellow that lets you guess how old the piece is just by looking at it. I like that
pale color because it is a good contrast to the blackening crimson, but the more I thought
about it the more I realized that what I needed is mahogany’s deeper passion.
I put the plane down next to the sander. Another pass with my palm tells me that
just about all of the pieces are finished; now I just have to stain them and put them
together. I look around the cluttered workshop, George Jones crooning on the dusty radio,
and try to decide where I’m going to put this monstrosity once I get it done. I guess I can
push the couches back in the living room and put it together in there, the vaulted ceiling
should have enough clearance, which is good because I really don’t want to set it up
outside where someone might see it.
*

*

*

*

*

I’ve always been in love with the idea that I would lose my head if it wasn’t sewn
on. I think that little anecdote really pertains to me: I am completely disorganized, I have
no time management skills, and I get so lost in thought that I forget what I’m saying
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halfway through a sentence. I used to be bothered by my affliction—especially when I
was still in school and the teacher would call on me in class. Most of the time I wasn’t
even able to remember what class it was, let alone that the Norman Conquest took place
in 1066, and I would be forced to stare blankly at the teacher until he gave up and called
on somebody else.
The only reason why this system of him calling on me and me not answering was
able to work, even thrive, is because I am very good looking. When a person doesn’t
have the mental capacity to remember the formula for Einstein’s Theory of Relativity it
pays to be the best looking person in the class. I can say person because, where the other
boys were not even close to being competition, I was more attractive than the girls as
well, making me a complete outcast among all of the jealous boys who could not even
compete. The response from the girls was surprisingly diverse. The ugly girls were easy:
they knew they were ugly and I was able to win them over with just a smile or two. It
took a while, but even the smart ugly girls, suspicious that a guy like me would pay any
attention whatsoever to such hideous creatures, soon forgot their doubts and thankfully
accepted my flirtations. I can’t help but feel patriotic when I think about this
phenomenon—only in America is it so readily accepted that good looking people are
sincere and good, and ugly people are evil. It was the very good looking girls that, as
usual, were the difficult ones. They didn’t have the brains to doubt me, but their jealousy
over the fact that I was better looking than them made my project much more challenging
than needed. They usually refused to talk to me.
I went to a very exclusive, very expensive private academy. It was exclusive only
because it was so expensive, more than many Ivy league universities, and it was
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expensive because so many rich snobs fought to get little junior into the school—the
Headmaster was able to name his price. Anyway, the exclusive admission policy
increased the feasibility of my project of sleeping with every girl in my class. My senior
year was my first at Goldlane; I had been kicked out of my last school when they finally
stopped accepting my father’s bribes that had been passing me from one grade to the next
for as long as I could remember. “College recruiters are everywhere their senior year, we
can’t have them finding out that we’ve been promoting a student who is barely literate—
he has got to go.” The Headmaster was adamant and my father, who is almost as
beautiful as I am, threw a gorgeous fit and stormed out of the office and through the
lobby in a tantrum so exquisite that the half dozen middle aged secretaries who witnessed
the performance became moist in their control top underwear.
The next day I was told that I would be going to Goldlane. I suspect that my
father guessed the Headmaster’s decision beforehand because it just wasn’t likely that
even my father, as beautiful as he is, could have gotten me into Goldlane so quickly. He
is a natural performer; the display in the office was nothing more than a ploy to have the
secretaries fantasize about him later that night as they rode their beer bellied husbands.
But, this story is supposed to be about me, not my father. On the first day of my senior
year, as I sat in the back of orientation watching the girls fidget in their uncomfortable
new uniforms, I decided that I was going to sleep with every girl in my class before
graduation.
Forty-three girls in just over nine months, not impossible by any means, but a
daunting challenge none-the-less. I knew immediately that I was going to need a plan, a
strategy, for getting this done right. I decided to target the easy conquests first, just to get
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them out of the way so I could focus on the more difficult girls without worrying about
sheer numbers. According to the journal, it’s always important to document these things
for research purposes; I had sex with a nondescript girl named Heidi W. on one of the
tables in the art room on the first day of school. I pegged her immediately as one of the
class’s slutty girls by the shortness of her skirt, way outside the dress code, and the way
that the other girls ignored her, angry about her corruption of their boyfriends. Within
twenty minutes of introducing myself I had her bent over the art table with the handle of
a large paintbrush clamped in her teeth to keep her from making too much noise. One
down, forty-two to go.
*

*

*

*

*

I love how a nice dark stain pulls the grain out of the wood, giving it the depth
and personality that it deserves, resurrecting dull pieces with a few simple brush strokes. I
can’t help but grin with guilty pleasure as I use what’s left of an old screwdriver to pry
the lid off of another quart of the blood colored mixture. Red foam bleeds over the brim
as I tilt the can just enough to inspect the stain underneath. Like an eight-year-old
sneaking frosting off of his sister’s birthday cake, I dip my first two fingers into the
mixture, but keep going until my hand is almost completely inside the container. When I
turn my hand over to inspect the contrast of the auburn liquid against the scarred skin of
my knuckles, the stain runs down my forearm and drips off my elbow, depositing large
drops on my meticulously swept garage floor. I’ll let the shop get out of hand until I’m
practically wading through shavings and scrap bits of wood, but the garage, the paint
room, is a completely different story. One of the fastest ways to ruin a finish is to have
dust in the air settle on it as it dries; I refuse to let things get that far out of control. There
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are some aspects of your life that require absolute mastery, that must be kept in check or
else they’ll screw everything up.
I can’t resist the temptation to press my stained palm into the middle of an
unfinished piece of planking. The crimson handprint reminds me of the pictures of
handprints on the walls of caves in Australia that I saw in a movie once. If I remember
correctly, the people who were doing the cave paintings were trying to mark their place in
the history of their tribe. Each print is different; each print tells the story of a distinct,
individual life. I wonder what story my print tells: the shortened little finger that I lost to
an axe while holding a piece of wood for my brother when I was twelve; the blazing
white gash down the middle of the red palm serves as a reminder of the angry cut that
dug into my hand; the slightly crooked pointer finger tells the story of the girlfriend who
slammed it in the car door as she fled my house after a fight. Thoughts of her remind me
that the handprints in Australia are white and I use my staining rag to wipe away my
history before it becomes a permanent mark on the wood.
The garage/paint room has a much different atmosphere from the near frenzy of
the workshop. The workshop is a place of chaos and reckless impulse. It is where I find
myself at three in the morning when I can’t sleep; the radio blaring, saws whining,
sanders moaning, and routers screaming—as much noise as I can make as I try to drown
out everything else around me. It seems kind of funny that I need that much noise in what
could easily be one of the quietest, most peaceful places on earth, but sometimes you just
have to do things to escape from yourself for awhile.
The garage is a completely different world, purposely kept separated from the
workshop to prevent life in there from corrupting the sanctity of the garage. I replaced the
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windows in the garage door with stained glass and transformed it into my own private
chapel. No loud music, no drills or planers, no choking piles of dust—only quiet
meditation. Instead of bawdy country songs, I’ve filled the stereo with guitar and violin
sonatas, muted strumming to replace the prison stories of Johnny and Merle. I never work
in the garage at night, mostly in the early mornings, dressed in clean cloths, thermos of
coffee in my hand, dedicated to the task in front of me. When I’m in the garage I’m
myself again, I don’t have to stain over who I really am.
I’ve just about gotten all of the pieces stained with their final coat and about half
of them already have the sealer on them as well. I had to set up extra horses to
accommodate the length of the four main beams, but they are complete and ready to be
put together. I should be able to finish up this afternoon and put everything together on
Saturday. I honestly didn’t expect to get done this fast, but I had to work quickly because
I’ve been unable to stay in here as long as I used to. After a while the silence begins to
deafen me as my thoughts creep back into my skull and I have to run to the workshop to
chase away the calm. I’m glad though; by working faster I think that I’ll have everything
ready on Sunday.
*

*

*

*

*

As the months went by I quickly whittled away at the number of girls remaining
in my project: thirty-six was in the girl’s locker room after a volleyball game, thirty was
backstage during the drama club’s production of A Streetcar Named Desire, twenty-five
and twenty-four were in the teacher’s lounge one night after a dance, fifteen was in the
back of her car while the driver was outside having a cigarette, twelve happened to be
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Mary in the Christmas play and didn’t return after the break because her parents were
outraged by the announcement of her miraculous, if not immaculate, conception.
That was another aspect of the situation that was vital to the success of my
operation: I had to make sure the girls would not tell or else it would arouse suspicion in
my not yet conquered targets. Thankfully my looks saved me again because the three or
four girls who did claim to have slept with me were immediately dismissed as liars and
ignored by the rest of the class—I was simply too handsome for the likes of them. When
asked directly whether I had slept with this girl or that girl under the bleachers during the
basketball game, all I had to do was smile radiantly and shake my head, my body
language eloquently stating that, “Although she is a nice girl and most guys would
consider themselves lucky to have sex with her while the JV team rallied for a last minute
comeback—she simply isn’t good enough for me and you know it.”
By the night of graduation I had only one body left on my list, a girl named
Elizabeth who had transferred to Goldlane in March after her Dad had to quickly leave
California for legal reasons that were never fully explained to me. After a few completely
frigid responses I was beginning to wonder if I should count her on the list. It really
didn’t seem fair to add another name to it only a little while before deadline, but I wasn’t
going to let one simple girl defeat me. In my saga I had deflowered seventeen true virgins
and nine more who claimed they were virgins, seduced three hardcore lesbians, and even
slept with all of my female teachers—just to be safe. I gave myself midnight as my
deadline even though we had already technically graduated—the after-party was my last
shot. Even with my full attention, hurry up offence, several wine coolers, and some of the
best moves of my career the buzzer sounded with her still in the lead. At 12:02 AM,
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Saturday, May 26 I stood up, called her a frigid unfuckable bitch, and walked out the
door and out of that life forever.
That was four and a half years ago and as pathetic as it may sound to you, I have
to admit that a single day hasn’t gone by that I haven’t thought about Elizabeth. I say that
you may call it pathetic because I don’t see it that way—she was turned into a monument
in my life to the realization that I am not perfect. Physically I was, and still am, perfect so
I realized that my downfall must have been the result of a mental flaw. From the moment
of this epiphany I have noticed a steady decline in my mental capabilities until now I
can’t even remember when the Magna Carta was signed. I was distraught, full of anger at
myself for not being the person I thought I was. With my trust fund following me like a
faithful beagle, I began drifting from town to town looking for something, anything, to
fill the void in my life.
*

*

*

*

*

I arrived in Ned three years ago next week when I wrecked my car during a
November snowstorm. Not knowing what else to do, I bought a house and decided to
stay. For a long time I had no idea what I was supposed to be doing here and I just
couldn’t seem to get a handle on any ideas. I tended bar at a place called Viscione’s for
awhile, but I quit that after one of the other bartenders got shot. After that, I got a job
working as a tour guide for the Days and that was pretty cool, getting to freak out tourists
and all that, but it only lasts for a week at a time and I won’t be able to do it next year. I
worked part-time at the Rock Shop for a couple of months, but geology really is as boring
as it sounds. I kind of got pissed off after the Rock Shop thing so I didn’t bother to go out
job hunting anymore; I just stayed home and puttered around the shop making coffee
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tables and whittling chess pieces until I realized that I don’t even like coffee and that I
don’t have anyone to play chess with.
After I got tired of trying to be constructive, I decided to become a hippie—until I
realized that weed gives me a headache and I don’t like dogs. That’s the one problem I
have with this place, there are damn dogs absolutely everywhere, walking around in their
bright red bandanas as if they are the canine division of the Howdy Doody fan club. I
really didn’t know what to do until about a year ago when two things happened that
completely changed my life. It was Valentine’s Day; I was walking through the park at
the edge of town, discouraged that my continuously weakening memory could not longer
recall the formulas for converting Fahrenheit to Celsius and back again when I saw an
Animal Control officer screaming at a group of boys who had been using sling shots to
shoot rocks at a stray dog. Since you know how these stories are supposed to go I’m sure
that you have guessed by now that the officer who was yelling at the boys was of course
Elizabeth.
Here in a cold, snowy field that had been awkwardly glorified with the title of
park I stumbled across the one woman that I have ever failed to seduce. The woman who
I had only ever seen dressed in seductive school girl uniforms was now standing in front
of me in a hideously ugly brown uniform in a clearing in the woods that surround my
little town. This woman who had haunted me day and night for years, who had destroyed
my perceptions of my identity that led to the subsequent loss of what little intellect I once
had that enabled me to recount what happened at the Battle of Vicksburg. Here was this
woman, a mere thirty feet away, who had wrecked my life—forcing me to pack my
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BMW in shame and start a new life of anonymity in mountains that scared me. Like a
ghost stepping out of the past, she was right there in front of me.
But that really isn’t all that important. The thing that captured my attention was
the slingshots the boys were using to terrify the old mutt that Elizabeth had been chasing
when it drew their fire by passing to close to the clump of trees that they had designated
as their fortress. I was entranced by the idea, by the novelty of this primitive device that
was still as pure and divine as the day it was conceived. At long last I had found my
calling—to make weapons. Not just slingshots, but all types of instruments that maintain
the primitive aspects that define them as beautiful, pure, necessary for everything that
was to come later.
Rejuvenated, I turned and ran back towards town, my boots crunching through the
snow of the trampled path. I didn’t even wait to see how the scene between the two
defining factors of my life played out—I knew who would win, who had already won,
and I laughed out loud, my breath swirling behind me in a opaque cloud, as I was able to
remember who had invented the moveable type printing press.
As you can see, I hired a contractor to build a workshop behind my house.
Envisioning replica catapults and trebuchets, I had him build fifteen foot ceilings so I
would have the clearance to build my creations to the proper scale. One hundred feet long
from end to end, it needed to be long enough for me to test slingshots, bows, and
crossbows inside when it is to cold and snowy to be out on the test range I set up in the
valley behind the shop. When the weather is good I can roll the catapult out into the
driveway and launch twenty-five pound rocks into the valley below.
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The best test yet was a couple of months ago when a herd of elk wandered out of
the woods while I was setting up. Waiting until they were in the right vicinity, I released
the rock and cheered when it hit a young bull in the neck, breaking its spine and
practically severing its head. I would have prepared another rock, but the rest of the elk
scattered when they heard my frenzied celebration. Instead, I ran down the hill towards
my fallen enemy, screaming my war whoop all the way. The elk’s head was still attached
to the body by a couple of strips of skin and muscle. Wanting my trophy, I stepped onto
the elk’s shoulder, grabbed the head and started twisting. I found the soft fur of the ear
with my left hand and slid my right under the chin as I scrambled for traction, slipping on
fur slick with blood. I finally gained traction and began to pull, wrenching the head back
and forth as I listened for the slow tearing of the skin giving way. The jaw slipped open
and the still-warm tongue flopped out onto my hand leaving a smear of sticky saliva and
half-chewed grass in what would be a sign of affection in other circumstances. With a
final, soggy pop the last of the muscle gave way and sent me falling backwards into a
puddle of blood. I scrambled up the hill clutching the head to my chest, the wind blowing
cold against the cooling blood I was soaked in. My left arm was coated in blood from my
fall; I ran my tongue over the back of my hand as my stomach lurched against the
metallic taste.
A week or so later a wildlife officer knocked on the door of the shop while I was
making breakfast. I had moved out of the house because I wanted to be closer to my
work.
“Can I help you with something?” The officer jumped back as I kicked open the
door, skillet full of bacon in one hand and my hunting knife in the other.
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“I’m sorry to bother you while you’re making breakfast, but I’m investigating a
poaching case and I need to speak to you.”
“Do you want some bacon?”
“What?”
“Bacon, a breakfast food that comes from pigs. Pigs, barnyard animals that are
usually covered in shit and make noises that sound like—”
“I know what bacon is,” he interrupted flatly.
“Oink, oink, oink,” I finished, unfazed. I tossed the skillet on the picnic table and
it started to sizzle as the hot pan bit through the morning’s frost and began to burn into
the wood. “Be right back.”
“Mr. Wesson, this will only take a minute,” he yelled after me as I disappeared
back inside, shutting the door quickly so he wouldn’t see the head lying in the corner
where I had tossed it.
“Coffee?” I asked as I kicked the door open again after depositing the head under
a pile of wood shavings by the drill press.
“Sure. Thank you.” The officer was obviously relieved to be back in familiar
verbal territory, but his pained expression returned as I selected a random mug from the
cluttered picnic table, dumped out half a cup of moldy dredges, sloshed some fresh coffee
around in the mug to wash it before handing him the mug filled to the brim.
“I don’t have any sugar so you are going to have to take it that way.” I smiled
over the top of my spotless cup that I wash every morning as he peered fearfully into his
mug. “So what’s this about poaching and what does it have to do with me?”
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“Yesterday morning we got a call from a couple of hikers who reported finding
the mutilated carcass of an elk on your property. I’ve been assigned to investigate.”
“You gonna arrest those hikers?” I crunched as I worked my way through the pan
of bacon.
“Excuse me?”
“Are you gonna arrest them for trespassing on my property and for killing the elk?
They are the ones that did it.” I pause in my crunching long enough to level a stare at him
and wash it down with a gulp of coffee.
“Why do you think they did it? It doesn’t make sense for them to decapitate an elk
and then report it.”
“Sure it does. They’ve already broken the law by trespassing and they knew I’d
find the elk sooner or later and report it so they are just trying to get to you first so you’ll
put the blame on me.”
“Nobody is talking about blame. I’m just trying to figure out what happened.”
“But we are talking about blame because why else would you come immediately
to me just because you found the damn thing here.”
“Like I’ve already said, at this point I’m just trying to find out what happened.
I was making him nervous by fiddling with the hunting knife while we talked by
tossing it from one hand to the other. When he finally put down his coffee I decided to
push him a little farther.
“I can tell you damned well what happened. Someone killed an elk on my land
and you immediately assume I did it. This is bullshit.” I had trouble hiding my smile
when he took a step back as the knife began to speed up.
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“There’s no reason to get upset.”
“Like hell there isn’t,” I snapped. “Last I checked this was still America, home of
the free. Now, unless you have some other reason for being here I suggest you leave. I
don’t know anything about your damn elk and you are interrupting my breakfast.”
“Alright, Wesson, I’ll leave, but I just want you to know that someone will be
keeping an eye on you—this isn’t over.”
I only smiled as I watched him drive away. As soon as he was out of sight I left
my mug on the picnic table and walked into the house to put the finishing touches on my
project. I did end up pushing the couches to the wall to make room and I piled the chairs,
rug, coffee table, reading lamp, and hat rack on top of the couches to clear out the rest of
the living room. Cardboard is taped over the right side of the window, the result of one of
the supports slipping out of my grip during assembly and shattering the surface of the
window like a pine tree dropping into a lake. That was the only real snag I had during
assembly. I predrilled the wood and bolted everything together with carriage bolts, the
pieces fitting together perfectly.
I was able to find everything I needed at Jack’s Hardware, except for the blade:
three feet wide, the length running diagonally from eighteen inches on the short side to
twenty-four on the other, three-fourths of an inch thick with the edge honed to razor
sharpness. Getting the blade was the hardest part of the project. I wasn’t sure where to get
it at first, but eventually I found out from the man at Jack’s that the owner of the muffler
shop at the edge of town does metal work.
I rolled up to his abandoned looking shop with the intention of starting out by
asking about him making some metal banisters for the railing around my deck, but I
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never made it that far. Everything was locked and I was getting ready to leave after
knocking for five minutes when I heard a distant slamming of metal on metal echo from
deep within the cave of a building, followed by the rusty moan of the deadbolt sliding
open.
“What the fuck do you want?”
The sliver of him that I could see through the opening in the door wore greasy
shop overalls that were once blue, but had been permanently stained to the color of an
abandoned black board. Dark red stubble stained his face with a week’s worth of beard.
His tan Miller High Life hat was dalmatianed with black fingerprints from where he had
taken his hat off to wipe the sweat and grime off his forehead with the back of his arm.
Judging from his abrupt behavior and his unwillingness to open the door, I
decided to skip my banister idea and cut right to the chase. I explained to him that I was a
historian studying the devices of the French revolution and that I needed a blade for the
replica guillotine I was building, but I wanted to keep it quiet because I didn’t want the
cops snooping around and bothering me with a lot of questions. At my mention of the
police, his wary expression changed and I knew that I had my blade. He ranted for five
minutes through the crack in the door before I interrupted him by asking to be let in
before someone saw me. He slammed the door shut in my face without a word, but I
could hear him unlatching the chain to admit me. He ushered me into the cluttered office
at the front of the shop and directed me towards a ripped office chair patched with duct
tape. With no other chairs in the room, he flopped down on a sagging army cot tucked
into the corner. Foul socks and underwear littered the floor like toxic autumn leaves and a
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blackened, crusty pot bubbled ominously on a dented hot plate in the corner while he
continued his rant.
When he paused to rally his thoughts for another attack against the local
government, I butted in again and offered him five hundred dollars to make the blade
without asking any questions and without mentioning it to anyone. At his nod of consent,
I gave him my drawing of the specifications and told him that I would be back in a week
with his money.
He did an excellent job, my first sight of the blade resting malevolently amidst the
clutter of his workbench sent shivers down my spine. Everything worked out perfectly
after that. Hanging the blade wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be, I threw a rope over
one of the beams in my living room and guided the blade into place between the perfectly
sanded guides of the upright posts greased with elk fat. The final touch that finished off
construction was to steal a wicker kindling basket off the porch of one of the cabins in
town on my way home one night.
I was impressed, it looked official. I did change the design, however, from the
sketches of classic guillotines. Instead of only building the uprights and forcing users to
kneel in order to place their heads through the stocks, I built a couch, upholstered in ox
blood leather, attached to the uprights, so the person using the machine could lay face up,
lock the padlock on the stocks, and watch the blade descend when the lever, within easy
reach of the couch, is pulled. I spent all of Sunday evening laying on the couch, the stock
locked even though the padlock still had the key in it, watching the candlelight boil away
when it collided with the frozen edge of the hovering blade.
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I wasn’t sure what to use to test my creation for the first time. I wanted to make
sure it was strong enough to use on a human, but I didn’t want a stranger to use it first. I
thought about the elk head I had walled up behind some boards in the shop in case the
game warden came back, but I was reluctant to use it. I needed something alive.
I wasn’t surprised to meet Elizabeth at the Humane Society when I went in
looking for the largest dog I could find. She came around the corner of the cages and
stopped short when she saw me looking at the dogs on display for adoption. I was resting
my forehead against a diamond of the chain link, my left hand absently fingering the
latch as I looked down on an ancient St. Bernard named Bruno. He was vacantly staring
back at me, a rope of drool descending from the side of his mouth to the floor. He didn’t
even look around when Elizabeth gave up and walked over.
“Hey, I haven’t seen you in a long time. What have you been up too?”
“I want this one.”
“Excuse me?’
“I want this one, Bruno.” I pointed at the handwritten name tag attached to the
clipboard hanging on the door, listing all of the known information about Bruno. One
hundred and sixty-three pounds was particularly interesting. “I need a dog around the
house and this one looks right.”
“Well, okay. I guess that won’t be a problem. We always love it when someone
wants to adopt an older dog because it seems like people only come in here looking for
puppies.”
“Fine. Whatever. Puppies are too small. I need a big dog around the house.”
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As I led Bruno down the hall behind her, dragging the staggering mutt with a
piece of cheap nylon rope that she gave me to use as a leash, I stared at the curve of her
khaki encased ass. As hideous as the uniform is, it does have its benefits. I was
hypnotized by her panty line and imagined shadows of plain white cotton while she made
the turn to escape behind the front desk. I caught the faintest hint of a sky blue bra when
she leaned forward to gather the necessary forms of the desk and collect them onto a
clipboard that she gave me to fill out.
*

*

*

*

*

Elizabeth came to check on Bruno a week after I took him home. It is a clause in
the contract the Humane Society rarely follows up on, but she decided my case warranted
looking after. She tried calling, to set up a time, but the phone kept ringing without
answer. She followed my address out of town to Magnolia Star Route and turned down
my driveway in the middle of a Monday morning. My truck was sitting in the driveway
in front of my house where I had parked it when I brought Bruno home. The ropes of
drool dripping down the passenger side had been coated in pollen and dried into green
boogers running the length of my truck. Nobody answered when Elizabeth knocked on
the door, all of the blinds where drawn so she couldn’t see in through the windows. She
was getting ready to leave when she heard a feeble groan coming from the other side of
the door. The door was unlocked and opened silently as she asked the darkness of the
mudroom if anyone was home.
Another groan led her to the door leading into the house, which she knocked on
while calling my name in case I hadn’t heard her before. This door didn’t open silently,
but instead opened with a haunted house creak that matched the scene in the living room.
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The candles arranged on every flat surface had all burned out in puddles of molten wax
and the fireplace was cold and silent. The guillotine dominated the room, the uprights
disappearing into the gloom of the vaulted ceiling, the blade glimmering carefully in the
dim light like a fading star getting ready to give out. A clatter of claws in the kitchen was
followed by a groan as Bruno wandered into view and limped toward her.
I didn’t move.
I was lying naked on the ox blood leather couch and staring blankly at the
hovering blade above me. The stock was locked around my neck, but instead of resting
safely in the padlock, the key had fallen to the floor. Scratches in the floor, stained
crimson by missing fingernails, testified to my attempts to recover my freedom. My left
hand dangled hopelessly over a pool of blood that had dripped from my broken
fingertips. My right hand was still gripping the battered handle of the guillotine; I bent
the metal pulling on the latch that wouldn’t release. Blood dripped off the couch where
Bruno had eaten most of my left leg, a meal he started after waiting four days for
someone to feed him, what little life I had left dripped out of me and spread across the
floor. Crimson that would have permanently stained pine blended flawlessly with the
mahogany. I had fought it as long as possible. It wasn’t until I felt Bruno absentmindedly tearing the flesh from my leg that I decided to pull the lever, but it hung there,
stubbornly balanced on the brink of perfection.

40

CHAPTER III

FROZEN

“I don’t think that Kim took me seriously when I suggested getting married the
same weekend as the Frozen Dead Guy Days Festival,” I explained, pouring Eric his
second cup of coffee.
“I guess it’s not really a weekend when a lot of people get married,” he said with
a grin as he put down his mug and leaned back in his patio chair and looked out over the
valley. “How did you talk her into it?”
“We had already decided that we wanted to have a spring wedding, sometime in
May after the snow had melted and the flowers are starting to bloom.” I propped my bare
feet up on the railing and tossed the remains of my bagel under the table to Nancy the
Wonder Mutt. “I’ve lived in Nederland for over thirty years and I’ve been to every Dead
Guy Days celebration since it started ten years ago, I don’t see any reason why I should
start missing it now.”
“If she’s so pissed off about having it during the festival why didn’t you change
it? You could have had it next week.”
“We’d talked about changing it, but this is the only week that we could get the
church she wanted. I just had to promise that I wouldn’t head into town for the tour
because you never know how long the tour is going to take, I definitely can’t be late.”
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“But the tour is the best part of the festival. Seeing Grandpa is the main reason I
come into town at all in the spring, after all, it’s not very often you get to see a dead guy
frozen on dry ice.”
“That’s what I told her,” I said, scratching Nancy behind her ears. “This is going
to be the first year that I won’t get to visit Grandpa since Sven moved him here. I guess
I’ll have to think of something to make it up to him, maybe I’ll donate to Sven’s research
fund in Grandpa’s name.”
“That’s not a bad idea,” Eric mused, watching Hamlet and Othello wrestling in
the long grass at the edge of the yard, locked in a vicious battle of feline fantasy about
tigers and jungles. “I’ll tell Grandpa why you couldn’t make it this year. If I say that it
has something to do with a woman he’ll understand.”
“It still just seems kind of weird that I won’t make it this year. I tried explaining it
to Kim, but I don’t think she understood why it’s so important to me.” I drained my mug
and headed for the kitchen door. “Well, I guess I better start getting ready to head over to
the church. Are you sure that you’ll be out of your meeting with your agent in time?”
“Yeah, I’m heading down there right now. I’m sure that I’ll be at the church no
later than two thirty at the latest. The big question isn’t if I’m going to be there, but if you
are.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Well, you do have a bit of a reputation as a bachelor. You’re going on fifty-four
and this is the first time a woman has even got you close to a church. Even if Kim is
thirty years younger than you, I’m still wondering if you’re gonna show.”
“Don’t worry about me, I’ll be there.”
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*
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It’s really weird being here at the house without Mitch. Last night was the first
time that I have ever slept here without him in bed beside me. He’s tried to make me feel
comfortable here in every way, but you can still tell by looking around that the house
belongs to a man, not a couple. There are no pictures in the living room except for one or
two of Eric’s prints of the New Mexico desert that Mitch framed by hand in his
woodshop out back. The leather couch is scuffed with shoe marks and the coffee table is
littered with the rings of decades of parties without coasters. The kitchen is my favorite
room in the house with its unstained cabinets and table and chairs. Everything in the
room reminds me of Mitch, from the perfectly arranged row of pots on the wall to the
cluttered pile of books on the end of the counter to the sickly looking spider plant
dangling in the window. I was sitting at the table trying to imagine spending the rest of
my life here when Sarah, still half asleep, shuffled in from the other room.
“Morning sunshine, you’re up early.” I grinned as she shot me a dirty look before
opening the refrigerator door. “You’re not going to find much in there, I haven’t gone
shopping this week.”
The only response from inside the fridge was a muffled, “How old is this milk?”
“Probably older than you are, come here and have some coffee and tell your sister
how excited you are about her getting married today.”
“Kim, you know that I’m excited. I’m just not sure if you should be getting
married without mom and dad here to see it.”
“We’ve already talked about that. Mom told me in no uncertain terms that she
would never approve of me marrying Mitch. She’ll just have to get over it.”
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“But what if she doesn’t? You know how she is, are you really sure that marrying
Mitch is worth this much drama?”
“I would have hoped that you of all people would support me in this. You’ve seen
us together, Mitch is perfect for me. We have the same tastes in books, politics, religion,
he is a classic movie fanatic, and he loves classic rock as much as I do.”
“The only difference is that he liked it when it was new rock.”
“You know that isn’t fair. Yes, he is older than I am, but if it isn’t a problem for
us then I don’t know why it should be a problem for anybody else.
“I guess that is what I’m really wondering. When it comes down to it I’m not sure
that the age thing isn’t a problem for you. Is it?”
“I don’t think it is, but…”
“But what?”
“What if I’m wrong?”
*

*

*

*

*

Looking back, I guess that it is kind of ironic that the first official date that Kim
and I had was to the Dead Guy Days festival three years ago. She had just finished her
freshman year and we wanted to go out and celebrate before she had to fly home to
California for the summer. It was cold that year and not nearly as crowded as usual,
which was fine with me because I was still a little nervous about being out in public with
her. We parked in the Big Saver parking lot and walked past the booths selling everything
from Frozen Dead Guy Day t-shirts to Grandpa Ollie popsicles on our way to the tour bus
that circled the town before reaching its final destination – Grandpa’s new shed that had
been sponsored by one of the radio stations in Denver as a publicity stunt. The gimmick
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had been “Help us get Grandpa Ollie a new home,” and it must have worked because in
less than a week the morning DJ announced that Tuff shed had agreed to donate
Grandpa’s new abode in exchange for the free publicity—exposure that the radio station
wasn’t afraid to share. The south wall of the shed is adorned with the Tuff shed logo and
the north side, the one facing the main road, is canvassed with the station’s name and call
letters.
Kim was a little scared about going inside to see him.
“The only time I’ve ever seen a dead body in real life was my own Grandpa when
I was eight and it scared the hell out of me,” she whispered as we stood under the pine
trees at the edge of the yard and watched the other members of the tour take turns making
their pilgrimage inside to give their respects to Grandpa.
“But he isn’t really dead,” I explained, both disgusted and enamored by her
innocence. “I mean, he is dead, but then his grandson, Sven, had him cryogenically
frozen into a state of suspended animation. Just imagine that he’s sleeping.”
I took her hand and led her towards the shed. The rest of the pilgrims had already
retreated to the main house that had been converted into a gift shop so we were able to
walk right in. The shed is not nearly as exciting as the anticipation would suggest, a walkin freezer with Grandpa Ollie lying on a table in the middle of the room. A piece of cake
from the party to celebrate what would have been his 101st birthday is on the table beside
him, waiting for him when he wakes up.
“Is this even legal? You can’t just keep a person frozen in your backyard,” Kim
whispered, her frozen words floating in the air in front of us.
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“You can in Nederland,” I said with a grin. “At least you could until Grandpa
moved here and the city council realized the loop-hole in their zoning laws. Since they
changed the law you can’t bring in any more people in Ollie’s condition, but because he
was here before they changed the law they had to ‘grandfather’ him in.”
“I can’t believe that you would joke about something like this,” Kim snapped.
“People deserve to rest with dignity. I’m surprised that you can support something like
this, it doesn’t seem very ethical to me,” We left Grandpa to his cake and headed for the
tour bus. We didn’t even look at the gift shop. I had to go back the next day to get my
souvenir t-shirt.
Kim told me later that she just couldn’t support a festival that was so flippant
about death, but she claimed that she understood if I wanted to go. I don’t think that she
really understands because she hasn’t been back.
*

*

*

*

*

I really do like this dress. An Alfred Angelo that Mitch picked out of a catalog
one Sunday morning. Our weekly ritual: he does the New York Times Crossword and I
read, usually for class, but this time one of my massive bridal magazines.
“She’s hot. I like that one,” he said when I showed him my three favorites.
“You bastard, you’re not supposed to mention that the model is hot,” I said with
mock anger as I turned my back to him and pretended to pout. “Only an insensitive
chauvinist would say something like that.”
“I don’t know what you’re getting grumpy about,” he smirked as he tossed his
crossword on the floor and crawled on top of me. “It’s not like I know her, and you are
the one who has been living in sin with this insensitive chauvinist for the last two years.”
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I met Mitch the spring semester of my freshman year. Trying to fill as many of
my general ed requirements as possible, I found myself in his Intro to Philosophy class.
Tall and scruffy, rumpled shirts and untrimmed beard, fuzzy toes peeping out from
ancient Birkenstocks, he was more amusing than attractive. It wasn’t until I heard his
voice booming through our packed lecture hall, his earnest love of the subject ricocheting
around the room, that I began to see him as anything more than a pathetic, aging hippy,
unable to let go of his youth.
I officially met him a month later when he returned my first paper, a discussion
about the need for ethics in environmental issues, marked with a bright red D on the last
page and the words ‘See Me’ scrawled beneath it. His office, perched on the top floor of
the philosophy house, was the most cluttered office that I had ever seen. An explosion of
books and papers had filled the room with a sea of debris. A battered metal desk floated
in the middle of the room, anchored in place by the bare feet that Mitch had propped on
its surface as he leaned back in his chair reading a dog-eared version of Abbey’s The
Monkey Wrench Gang.
“Dr. Humbolt?”
“Yes?”
“My name is Kim Langer. I wanted to talk to you about my paper.”
“And which paper would that be?”
“It’s about ethics in environmental issues, you gave me a D on it and I wanted to
know why.”
“Oh, that paper. I gave you a D on it because you didn’t say anything.”
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“What do you mean I didn’t say anything? It’s eight pages long,” I said with a
snarl. Any nice thoughts that I might have been entertaining towards him were fading.
“Length has nothing to do with it,” he said, completely oblivious to my outrage.
“I was intrigued by your topic, environmental issues should be important to all of us, but
you never said anything. All that you said is that people need to be ethical about the
environment, but isn’t that a bit of a no-brainer? Tell me why people should act ethically.
Win me over to your side. Teach me something.”
As he listed several topics that I could approach in my paper I realized why our
class was always full, why all of his classes were always full. He wasn’t talking to me
like I was inferior. I was on his level, eye to eye. The points that he critiqued about my
paper were the same points he would have brought up if they occurred in one of his
colleague’s papers. He has a quiet way of disarming hostility, bringing everyone up to his
level instead of sinking down to theirs. He is so passionate about his arguments that you
can’t help but feel the same way. He was wise, intelligent, mature—better than any guy
that I had ever dated. Within a month I was spending two or three nights a week at
Mitch’s tiny cottage in the foothills.
Now, three years later, I am sitting here in my wedding dress preparing myself to
marry the man who seems to know me better than anyone that I have ever met. This is the
man who, because he is only two years younger than my father, my parents refuse to
meet or even acknowledge that he exists. He bought me this dress, these shoes. He
bought my flowers and paid for my hairdresser. He rented the church and hired the
caterer and did everything that he could to make this day for me. I just wish he could
have convinced my parents to come today.
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I was a little hurt when Kim asked me to shave off my beard for the wedding.
Sure, she’s joked about making me get rid of it since we started seeing each other, but I
never thought she was serious. “Just for the pictures,” she said with a smile, “then you
can grow it back.” I tried explaining to her that if I did it just for the pictures then the
pictures wouldn’t really be of me but she wouldn’t listen.
It isn’t easy getting married. It doesn’t help that Kim is twenty-two and I’ll be
fifty-four this summer. I stare back at myself through the fog on the mirror and wonder
again what she sees in me. I’m not overly handsome, but I’m not hideously ugly either.
Kind of scruffy. My hair started to go grey when I was in my forties so she has never
seen me with anything other than the salt and pepper look. Surprisingly, my beard, which
I’ve had since I was seventeen, is still dark all the way through, which I probably take an
unhealthy pride in. Maybe I’m not in such bad shape after all. The padding that attaches
itself to other men my age seems to have missed me, but that is probably due more to a
lifetime of bachelor cooking than my genetics. Kim says that I’m dignified, mature, but I
still wonder if my age is going to be too much of a problem.
My biggest worry about the age difference between Kim and me is not biological,
but historical. She is everything that I could possibly hope for in a woman, but we come
from completely different worlds. When I was her age we fought for the withdrawal from
Vietnam. She joins groups to protest the involvement in the Middle East. I went to
Woodstock and smoked hash until I passed out and woke up naked under a van. Kim’s
biggest adventure was a march on the capital in Denver to protest a logging proposal. Am
I just too old to be getting married for the first time?
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I toss my towel in the hamper and wander into Eric’s guest bedroom, enjoying the
breeze blowing in through the dormer window. I had volunteered to come and stay with
Eric for a night and stay out of the way while Kim gets ready at the house. Eric and I
built his house, perched on the edge of the hill above Nederland, about ten years ago after
he finally decided that he was getting too old to spend his winters camping out in the
woods. Always the extremist, he still spends most of his time outside, camera bag over
one shoulder and his painting easel over the other.
I flop down on the bed and contemplate sneaking a quick trip into town to see
Grandpa before heading down the mountain to Boulder for the wedding. I grin to myself
as I look lazily around the room. Eric spends little enough time inside, I’m not even sure
that he remembers he has a guest room. The bed and a nightstand, both made from fallen
aspen, are the only pieces of furniture in the room. The walls are bare except for a couple
of black and white pictures that Eric took of Yosemite a few years back in what he refers
to as his Answer to Ansel Adams. Instead of pristine waterfalls and virgin forests, Eric’s
pictures are of a campground full of litter and a road killed deer in a mangled heap on the
side of the highway.
Eric is among the disappearing breed of conservationalists I know who can
appreciate both sides of the issue. He understands the need for change, the importance of
preservation, but he also realizes the lighter aspects of life that are missing from the
younger generation. When Eric and I were growing up there was an aura of innocence
that we fought to hold on to. We understood that there were bad things going on in the
world, but we were able to appreciate the jokes as well. When Nederland started
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celebrating Dead Guy Days, we embraced it as an opportunity to laugh at ourselves. It is
a chance to point out society’s misconception about the gravity of death.
Kim’s generation has lost its playfulness. Everything is always serious and
important and can’t be enjoyed purely for the hell of it. She sees Dead Guy Days as a
mockery of the debate about a person’s right to choose how they are treated when they
die. She applauds Grandpa’s grandson, Sven, for being willing to risk legal action in
order to keep Grandpa in Nederland. She sees the festival as an insult to Grandpa Ollie’s
dignity. She believes that he should be left to rest in peace. It is difficult enough to
explain to her why I need to go; it would be impossible if I told her that Grandpa Ollie
never told anyone that he wanted to be cryogenically frozen.
*

*

*

*

*

“Sarah, have you seen Mitch? He’s supposed to be here by now.” I try to sound
unconcerned but I can tell from the look on her face that she knows that I’m worried.
“No, I haven’t seen him yet, but Eric just got here and he’s getting ready in the
cloak room.”
“Did you ask him if he knows where Mitch is? I thought they were coming
together.”
“He said that he had to meet with his agent this morning and had to leave the
house early, but he said that Mitch should be on his way by now. He tried calling his
house and nobody answered. He wanted to know if there was anything that you want him
to do.”
“No, just tell him to get ready and be ready to help Mitch get dressed when he
gets here.”
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I met Sven during the tour on the fifth festival, about five years ago. How he
snuck back into the country after being deported to Norway for not having a green card
I’ll never know. I was sitting in the back of the bus when a man in his late thirties with
long blond hair in dreadlocks came and plopped down in the seat next to me and started
talking.
“You ever been on the tour before?” he asked with a barely perceptible accent as
he watched the other passengers file onto the bus.
“Every year,” I said with a grin. “It’s something of a pilgrimage for me. How
about you, you ever been on the tour?”
He hesitated for just a second as he thought about his response. “No, I’ve never
been on the tour, but I’ve spent a lot of time in Ned over the years.”
I remember thinking how odd it was that this guy, who in his grimy green t-shirt
and faded army surplus fatigues seemed like a Nederland native, had never been to Dead
Guy Days. That’s when I knew who was sitting next to me. “You’re Sven, aren’t you?” I
said softly as the tour bus lurched forward and the guide began his tour.
“How did you guess?” he asked, still looking straight ahead. “Is it that obvious
that I’m not from around here?”
“No, I was just wondering why someone who looks like a native would never
have been here before, that and your accent. How did you get here? After they deported
you back to Norway a few years ago I figured that was the last time we would see you
around here.”
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“A friend of mine runs a charter fishing boat out of the Gulf, he agreed to meet
me in the Bahamas and smuggle me back into the country,” he said triumphantly. “Didn’t
want to miss Grandpa’s birthday—he would have been one hundred and one today.”
As we talked about Sven’s legal battles with the Nederland City Council, and later
with INS, he amazed me with the lengths he was willing to go to keep Grandpa Ollie in
Nederland. It turns out that Sven specifically picked Nederland because of the loophole in
zoning laws. When Grandpa Ollie died in Norway, Sven had shipped the body to
California where it was frozen in an official cryogenic facility and kept for four years, but
Sven couldn’t afford to pay the facility. Sven, who had spent most of his childhood in
Colorado, stumbled onto the glory of Nederland’s incomplete zoning law less than a
month before Grandpa was scheduled to be evicted from the facility, three years later,
after all of the legal controversy had died down, Frozen Dead Guy Days was created.
Sven’s narration ended just as the bus pulled into driveway of the last stop—Grandpa’s
place. We let the other guests go inside first as we stood under the pine trees at the edge
of the yard. I was getting ready to go so Sven could have his privacy when he stopped
me.
“Would you mind coming inside with me? I’ve been away for so long, I’d like for
someone to go with me.”
I didn’t say anything; everything seemed like it would be too cliché, I just nodded
and started walking towards the shed.
“There’s a funny thing about Grandpa Ollie that most people don’t know,” Eric
whispered as we looked down on Grandpa.
“What’s that?”
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“He never actually requested to be cryogenically frozen. He died so unexpectedly
that I never had the chance to ask him.”
“Do you think he would have wanted to be frozen?”
“Yeah, I think he would. He was always so enthusiastic about life. I just wish I
had the chance to ask him before he left.”
*

*

*

*

*

“Hello.” Muffled static tells me that he isn’t at home.
“Mitch, where the hell are you? It’s almost two. You were supposed to be here
over an hour ago.” I can’t believe how calm he sounds. I have been sitting in the church
all day and he can’t even show up on time.
“I’m just driving through Ned, thought I’d swing by and say hello to Grandpa and
get his blessing before I head down the hill.”
“You’re where? I can’t believe you, Mitch. We are supposed to be getting married
and you would rather spend your time hanging out at your stupid festival. What are you
trying to tell me?” The back room of the church is cluttered with mine and Sarah’s
makeup and hair supplies; I look out the bay window, across the lawn, to the perfectly
manicured cemetery.
“I’m not trying to tell you anything, I was just a little nervous about today and I
thought this might help me to calm down a little bit.”
“I’m nervous too, damnit, but you don’t see me running away. Things are tense
enough with my parents as it is. You’re not making it any better.”
“Don’t worry about it, I’ll be there. I’m already on the bus. I’ll be on the road by
two thirty and at the church by three, that will give me plenty of time to get ready.”
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“Just get here as soon as you can. If you’re not here by three I’ll finally know
exactly how important I am to you.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be there. Kim, I love you.”
I hang up on him and try to look happy as Sarah walks into the room.
*

*

*

*

*

I’ve been standing here under the pine trees at the edge of the yard for what seems
like hours now. The bus was unusually crowded this year and it is taking forever for all of
the tourists to wander their way through the shed. When Kim hung up on me I couldn’t
decide if I should get off the bus and run back to my car or keep going with the tour.
She’s right, what am I doing here? How could I be stupid enough to risk losing her over
something as trivial as a yearly festival? It’s not like I couldn’t just skip this year and
come back next year. I catch myself wondering about traditions; if you don’t do them
every year are they still traditions, or are they just habits?
I nod pleasantly at the last visitor to leave, a fat, red-faced little man adorned with
the telltale camera, guidebook, and meek expression that mark him as a tourist. I close the
door behind me and suck in my breath with a gasp when the cold hits me like a
sledgehammer. I love standing here in the freezing silence, alone with my thoughts,
hoping that the dry ice will freeze my life, just a little bit, and let me hang around for a
few more years. Maybe Sven and Grandpa are right, maybe cryogenics is the way to go.
Drunk from the cold I feel seeping into my bones, I wonder if freezing myself
really will freeze my life, maybe just a little bit. Before I even realize exactly what I am
doing I lie down on the empty table beside Grandpa and feel sting of the metal against
my skin. This table used to belong to a man named Walter who had been Grandpa’s
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shedmate for a year before Walter’s family got tired of the battle with the city council and
took Walter home to Iowa to be buried. My breath hangs in the air above me as I feel my
body temperature dropping, my heart slowing. “What am I doing here?” I ask the frozen
silence. “I’m supposed to be meeting Kim at the church.”
“It will be alright. I think Kim will understand why you aren’t there.”
My heart slows even more as I hear the raspy voice whisper to me from the table
next to mine. I remain completely still as I try to convince myself that it is only my
imagination.
“I said it would be alright—she understands,” whispered Grandpa Ollie as he
stared at the ceiling. “I think she knows even better than you do why you’re here.”
“How…how are you talking to me? You’re dead.”
“You told her yourself, I’m not dead. I’m in a state of suspended animation. Just
imagine I’ve been sleeping and I just woke up.”
“But how?”
“Never mind how, you stupid fool. Listen to what I’m saying—it’s alright. She’s
known all along that you weren’t going to make it.”
“Wasn’t going to make it where?” I ask even though I already know the answer.
“To the wedding. She’s known all along that you weren’t going to marry her,
despite all of your promises and good intentions she’s known all along. Hell, I’ve only
seen you together once and I knew it wasn’t going to work. I think the only one who
hasn’t realized that is you.”
“But how did she know? What did she see that I didn’t?”
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“You saw it all along, you just didn’t want to admit it,” Grandpa said with a sigh,
as if he couldn’t believe how stupid I am. “You and Kim are just too different, too far
apart for you to try to make it work. And it’s not just the age thing. It’s what you believe
in.”
“What are you talking about?” I ask, desperate to defend myself. “Kim and I have
almost everything in common.”
“Why do you come here every year? Why do you insist on celebrating this silly
festival when she is appalled by it? You can’t let it go because you are scared of it. You
think that you are the only one, but there are others, people of all ages who come to me
every year looking for hope. Terrified of death, they see me as a possibility. If I can beat
death then they can too.”
“But that’s silly, I don’t come here because I am scared of death, I come here to
remind myself to celebrate the life that I do have.” I fight to get up, to get away, but my
limbs feel as heavy as blocks of ice.
“That is the story that you tell yourself, but is it the truth? I’ve seen you every
year since they started letting people in here. Each year a little bit older, a little bit more
worried that you won’t be here next year. That’s why you latched on to Kim like you did.
You want her to tie you to your youth. I have to wonder if you love her because you have
something in common or because you love the idea of being young again. She might be
thirty-something years younger than you, but at least she knows where she’s going.
That’s more than I can say for you.”
I can’t believe what I’m hearing even though I know it’s true. I have told myself
over and over that I love Kim, but if I really loved her then I would have been more
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helpful all along. We didn’t have to get married this weekend, I didn’t have to make a
fuss about shaving, there is so much more that I could have done if I had really cared. I
can feel the burn of the freezing tears as the roll down my cheeks as I think about
everything that I could have done.
*

*

*

*

*

I had been sitting alone in the front row of the church for two hours and was just
getting ready to leave the church when Eric called me. He said that the tour guide had
found Mitch passed out on the table in the shed and had been unable to revive him. He
said that the paramedics were able to find a pulse and Mitch had been airlifted to the ICU
at Denver General. Eric is there now and he said that the doctors aren’t sure if Mitch is
going to pull out of this. They say that he is suffering from severe hypothermia and they
aren’t sure how long his body was shut down because of the cold. Eric gave me the room
number and told me to come see Mitch. Eric says that he looks good, peaceful, just like
he’s sleeping.
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CHAPTER IV

JORDAN

I trip on the stairs coming out of Jordan's house and drop into the yard. Eyes
closed, I pause to collect my thoughts. My unbuttoned shirt gives access to the grass
tickling my stomach. A burning itch three inches below my left nipple informs me that
Jordan needs to address her thistle problem. After a deep breath of resignation, I open my
eyes to a sideways world. The lawn stretches forward across the wall of the world. Aspen
trees grow from left to right above me as the moon glows in my right periphery. My truck
waits in front of me, an old Bronco clinging to the world, nose pointed straight down in
the direction of my house. One of the owls that nests in the battered pine tree across the
road flies upward from the west and lands in the pine, visible to me over the faded green
of my Bronco's acre of hood. The bird perches on a barren vertical branch and watches
me with feigned indifference. I watch a single cloud descend from the sky above, pass
behind the pine and the nonchalant owl, and sink toward the expectant half-moon. The
thistle finally rouses me from my moment of contemplation, of observation of the
sideways perception of the world, and I sit up. The landscape rights itself and I am sitting
in Jordan's front yard under the sleepy moonlight. The owl, no longer indifferent to me,
flies away over the treetops and searches for smaller prey. My Bronco no longer clings to
sideways ground, suspended by perspective, but instead crouches in expectation of going
59

home and enjoying a nice warm night in the garage as I go inside to enjoy glasses of
Jameson.
I push myself erect with a groan and limp toward my truck. Shirt unbuttoned and
untucked, a breeze tickles my chest as I pull open the door with a rusty shriek. My belt is
unbuckled and wrapped around my waist, clinging to me like a dead snake. My fly is
down and the glow of the dome light illuminates the peeking ahead of my cock when my
fly gaps open as I lift my leg to slide onto the ripped vinyl bench. My untied work boot
reverberates with the extra echo of my foot flopping inside it after it lands on the
cluttered floor of the cab. I pull the door closed with a shuttering groan and look through
the cracked windshield at her deserted house. Everything is dark except for a single
window on the second floor, light shining through the thin curtains. I move my thoughts
back towards the inside of my truck and turn the key. Nothing happens.
I curse quietly—more out of habit than actual frustration—as I push open the door
and limp around to the toolbox in the back. I curse in earnest as the teeth of my fly bite
into my scrotum while I lean over the tailgate looking for a flashlight. I readjust and then
lean in again to enjoy the soothing coolness of the metal. I moan softly towards no one in
particular as I finally find my Maglight; closing my eyes as I wonder why the metal in
my hand is cooler than the metal at my crotch. I unbutton my Levi's and let them drop to
mid-thigh as I move to find a cooler spot not heated by the rushing blood of my genitals.
I pull my pants back up before walking around to the front of the truck, leaning forward
as I do so to avoid the malevolent zipper. The hood opens silently and balances heavily
on its hinges. I keep my left hand resting on the lip of the hood, fearful that it will snap
shut as soon as I stick my head into its mouth. The Maglight is heavy in my other hand as
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its dying batteries puke a feeble light onto the engine. I stare solemnly at the engine, idly
hoping that the problem will fix itself, wondering why I even bothered to open the
hood—I know nothing about cars. It's just something men do. I give up and close the
hood when the flashlight dies.
I am asleep, forehead slumped on the steering wheel, when Bing rolls up in his
exhausted Dodge Ram. A tap on the window and I am blearily staring at Bing grinning at
me through the streaked windshield.
“Took you long enough. I've been sitting here for over an hour,” I growl as I open
the door and turn sideways in the seat to face him.
“Takes me awhile to get up when somebody calls me at one in the morning
begging a ride. How'd it go?”
“How do you think it went? I'm out here with you trying to start my truck instead
of in there with her.” I stretch as I step out of the truck and rub my forehand—the bumpy
braid pattern from the steering wheel cover is emblazoned across my forehead. No
wonder Bing can't stop his shit-eating grin.
“Let's get this bitch cranked and get out of here—I just want to go home.”
I buckle my belt and button my shirt while Bing turns his Ram around so its
headlights light up the front of the Bronco. The vehicles stand almost nose to nose—a
Bronco staring down a Ram. I move to grab the Maglight off the seat before
remembering that the batteries are dead, wondering why so many vehicles carry animal
names as a source of their appeal.
“Damnit, I can't see shit.” Bing's voice echoes up through the engine compartment
from somewhere under the exhaust manifold. I peep cautiously down into the depths but
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am only greeted by the blinding beam shining in my face from somewhere by the right
tire. “Why don't you leave it here and we'll tow it home in the morning?”
*

*

*

*

*

Jack's Hardware is a bit of a landmark in Ned; it's been in business in one form or
another longer than most can remember. The last owner of Jack's was originally from
Ohio but moved to Colorado in hopes of starting over after his wife died. In Ohio, Jack
Dunn was a heart surgeon by trade and could have retired when he moved. He bought
Jack's more as a hobby than anything else. He stopped at the store for some shells and
when he found out that the store that already carried his name was for sale he bought it on
the spot; something to pass the time between fishing season and elk season. I started
working for him in high school when the business was so small he only needed one parttime employee to cover the days he would leave early. After high school, I kept working
for Jack and as business picked up and I learned how to run the store I began to fill in
more and more for him as he spent most of his time in the woods. One day he didn't come
in at all, just left a note taped to the front door telling me to keep an eye on the place until
he came back.
That was fifteen years ago. Rumor has it he became a survivalist, the true hermit
living in the woods and avoiding everyone as much as possible. The last story to circulate
around town said that he was living somewhere up by the Divide and running off any
hikers that came too close to his cabin. I try not to listen to the rumors, choosing instead
to just drive in every day, unlock the door, and work like I always would. I sometimes
wonder if he’ll ever come back, if one morning I’ll see his truck parked at the front door

62

and walk in to find him sitting at the stool behind the register reading the paper and
ignoring everyone who comes in—just like every day while I was in high school.
That was the scene that Bing found four months ago when he came in looking for
a job. It was the usual quiet afternoon, soft golden sunlight streaming on the sidewalk out
front. The only customer, a gray-haired hippie named Jarrel, was sorting through the
Army surplus jackets. I had cut a deal on the jackets and stocked in hunting supplies for
more than double what I had paid for them. Around that time, Jarrel came in at least once
a week to wander around and sort through the new items and spread the latest gossip. I
knew he was down on his luck and was just getting ready to go ahead and tell him to take
a jacket when the bell over the door jangled as Bing walked in. He made a point of
making sure that the door closed behind him before walking over to the counter. He
didn’t say anything, just stood there smiling down at me with his crazy grin.
“Can I help you with something?” Tall and broad shouldered, he was wearing a
meticulously ironed denim shirt that wasn’t new but I could see had been carefully cared
for. A Leatherman hung on his horsehair belt and his work boots had flecks of paint on
them. His graying hair was carefully parted on the left and his sweeping mustache
carefully trimmed despite three days worth of steel stubble on his cheeks.
“Looking for a job, they told me at the grocery store to come talk to you. Said you
might have something for me.”
“I don't know who you talked to over there, but they were wrong. Look at this
place.” I swept my arm in an arc and we looked around the store together in time to see
Jarrel sneaking out of his aisle with a bulky camo jacket tucked unsuccessfully under his
windbreaker. Before I could say anything Bing had the old man pushed up against a
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display of paint cans. The knife at Bing's belt materialized at the hippie's throat without
occupying any space in between.
“What do you want me to do with him?”
“Holy shit, let him go. What the hell do you think you're doing?”
“He's stealing a jacket,” Bing hissed, not loosening his grip on the hippie’s throat.
The unsuccessful shoplifter was standing on tip-toe, trying to get as far away as possible
from the blade creasing his throat.
“I know that, but it's no reason to pull a knife on him. Let him go, let him have the
jacket and we’ll talk about this whole job thing.”
Bing grudgingly let Jarrel down and shoved him towards the door. We watched
him scuttle towards the door; my “Have a nice day” drowned out by the jangling of the
bell. I turned back to Bing and his knife but it had already found its way back to its
sheath.
“Let’s go get something to eat and we’ll see about finding you something to do,” I
said. I only wanted to get him out of my store. I grabbed my coat and turned the sign
around from Yes, we’re Open to Sorry, we’re Closed as I directed him out the door and
toward the stairs that would take us to the shops upstairs.
Amy’s Bakery is a quiet little mom and pop restaurant upstairs from Jack’s that
specializes in organic coffee beans and vegetarian burritos. A black lab named Thurgood
greets customers as the sagging door wears a polished arch across the scuffed wood floor.
Sunlight streamed in on a table in the corner, glinting off the nose ring of a brunette in
boots and ski pants—one of three high school girls who cut class to go boarding at Eldora
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and were killing time and drinking non-fat soy chai until three thirty when they could go
home.
“Two cups of coffee, Robert,” I called over my shoulder as we sat down across
the aisle from the girls. “So why do you want to work at Jack’s?”
“I really don’t care about working at Jack’s, I just need a job.”
“Well, at least you are honest, that’s good, but I can’t be having you pulling
knives on customers. You scared the shit out of Jarrel.” As I was talking to Bing a skinny
arm that was not nearly hairy enough to be Robert’s put a mug of coffee in front of me.
My eyes wandered from the emerald nail polish adorning delicate fingers, up the
alabaster arm, past the hemp necklace, to a smiling face framed by a mane of dark
auburn. Eyes to match the nail polish smiled down at my dumbfounded look.
“Can I get you guys anything else?”
“No, I think I’m good,” I stammered. Bing looked up briefly and nodded.
She told us to holler if we needed anything and I watched her as she turned back
to the counter and began washing dishes in the sink by the back window. Her hair
cascaded half-way down her back, the occasional strand bursting into flames of color
when the sun hit it. Her white, long-sleeve tee advertising Amy’s Bakery clung tightly to
the well-defined curve of her chest and was tucked into a ripped pair of jeans that
perfectly accented her ass. Despite her heavy snow boots, she danced lightly around the
kitchen while she worked.
“So what do you say, do I have a job or am I just wasting time?”
“Do you know what her name is? I’ve never seen her in here before.”
“Who?”
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“The waitress; do you know who she is?”
“I don’t care about the waitress, I want to know if I have a job or not.”
“Are you going to stop pulling knives on the customers?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, then you’ve got the job.” I didn’t realize what I had said until I looked over
at Bing’s beaming face. I had spent the entire conversation watching the waitress, trying
to figure out where I knew her from. I couldn’t believe that I had hired someone who had
just pulled a knife on the only customer I had had all day. I didn’t even know his name.
“Hey, what’s your name, anyway?”
“My name is Bing, like the cherry.”
*

*

*

*

*

Bing guides the grumbling Ram around the curve in Magnolia Star Route and
almost collides with a startled elk darting across the road. Without hesitating, he slams on
the brakes while grabbing a .45 from under the seat. Jamming the truck into park, Bing
kicks open the door and jumps out as he fires at the elk disappearing into the darkness. I
stare after his retreating figure; the Ram is sprawled diagonally across the road, engine
idling in a cloud of dust. I listen to the crash of gunshots and see the occasional flash of
muzzle fire flicker through the trees—standard behavior for Bing. I flip through the radio
stations and wait for the shout of triumph that lets me know Bing needs help hauling the
elk to the road.
I used to get mad at him when he would do crazy shit like this, but now I know
that it doesn’t do any good. Bing is going to do whatever he wants and doesn’t give a shit
if anybody cares. Oddly enough, despite his attitude, he is the best employee that I’ve
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ever had and I knew within a week that I could rely on him for anything. Amarillo by
Morning is just coming on the radio when Bing halloos me from somewhere in the
darkness up ahead.
“Took you long enough.”
I don’t see him until he speaks and I almost shit myself. I’ve been stumbling
around for the last ten minutes, limping my way through tangles of aspens and knots of
summer flowers growing at the edge of the meadow bordering the road.
“Takes me awhile to find a crazy bastard in the dark after he slaughters an elk out
of season and then calls me begging for help packing it out.”
“What happened to that light you had at the truck?”
“It’s dead. Why don’t you have your light on? I know you have one.”
“Didn’t want to attract the feds, figured you’d find me sooner or later.”
The elk was already hanging head down from a tree, the throat slit to drain the
blood and the belly sliced open to clean out the guts before they taint the meat. The
bulges of Bing’s ancient jean jacket suggest that he has saved the heart and the liver for
breakfast later. As the moon appears from behind a cloud I see that Bing is whittling
away at the shoulder joint of the elk and twisting the leg, trying to rip it free. He looks
over, sees my repulsed face in the moonlight, and answers my question before I have the
nerve to ask it.
“Cut the legs off and leave them crossed on a rock with blood splattered around
and anyone who finds it is going to think the Wiccans did it—they’ll never suspect that it
was an upstanding Christian looking for a little breakfast.”
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In payment for helping him pack his elk to the truck I make Bing drop me off at
my cabin and promise to pick me up early enough to drive over to Jordan’s and get my
truck before she wakes up. He doesn’t like the idea of dropping me off because it means
that he won’t be able to torture me by making breakfast, but he gives up his argument
when I offer to cover his shift on Saturday—anything to avoid his cooking.
My cabin is hidden in a strand of trees at the end of a half-mile driveway of ruts
and sinkholes. I have Bing drop me off at the road and offer to walk, I like the hike;
during the winter when the snow gets deep enough and it’s not worth the risk of getting
the Bronco stuck, I park it on the road and snowshoe down the driveway to the house. It
is still kind of weird to walk up to the house at night and not see any lights burning in the
windows or hear the dogs start barking when I come up the steps to the mudroom. It’s
been over six months since Lauren loaded up her Jeep, told the dogs to jump in the front
seat, and disappeared around the bend in the driveway without looking back at me
standing barefoot at the front door, her unopened letter of explanation dangling limply in
my hand.
It takes me longer than usual to make it down the driveway tonight. My
bowlegged limp, adopted with the intention of reducing the ache caused by Jordan’s wellaimed knee, makes speed impossible and I have to stop several times to rest, easing
myself gingerly to the ground with a grunt. I am ready to cry by the time I finally make it
up the front steps and drop into my recliner. I sit with my eyes closed and concentrate on
breathing normally, legs spread as wide as possible to ease the pain. I open my eyes on
Lauren’s letter sitting on the mantel, propped behind one of the kerosene lamps that she
bought for blizzards when the power goes out. I never opened the letter. Opening it
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would mean that she is not coming back. It’s smudged with my fingerprints and crumpled
from carrying it around for the first two months.
I stopped carrying it when I heard the rumor that she was seeing someone,
supposedly some podiatrist from out east somewhere who had moved to the mountains to
“connect with nature,” whatever that means. I hate gossip, anonymous stories transferring
from one person to the next in an epidemic of unreliable misinformation. I don’t know
why everyone becomes so obsessed with prying into everyone else’s private lives. About
a month after I heard the podiatrist rumor I started hearing that they are getting married
sometime this fall—which is absolutely ridiculous. I guess that’s why I never listen to
rumors.
After a couple of glasses of Jameson, I wander into the guest room that doubles as
my study and sit down at the computer. I need to check something.
I’m not normally a big fan of pornography. I always feel a little uncomfortable
keeping it in my house because I think about how embarrassing it would be if I died in an
accident and my sisters found it while sorting through my possessions. Even now that I’m
living alone I keep it hidden in case Lauren comes home. I mostly resort to internet porn
because it is the easiest to find and doesn’t cost anything if you find the right sites. I can’t
bear the thought of the pounding chest and dry mouth that accompanied the
embarrassment of trying to buy magazines at the newsstand while I was in high school. I
don’t know how many hours I wasted hanging out in the comic book section hoping that
a male employee would start working the register so it wouldn’t be as embarrassing to
walk up with my two pornos amateurishly concealed between copies of Field & Stream
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and Sports Illustrated, as if I was simply loading up on my reading material for the
month.
I first saw Jordan on a website that specializes in girls with big tits and big asses.
She was the new girl of the week so I watched her demo and was completely blown
away. I have to admit that I’ve seen my share of porno in my time, but I’ve never had a
girl capture my attention the way Jordan did. I’ve always been a sucker for redheads, and
it goes without saying that I absolutely adore girls with green eyes, but there is just
something about her that set her apart. Even though I watch porn on a fairly regular basis,
I have never been interested in buying a membership to a site. Just about every place has
free previews, thirty second clips of that week’s video, so I’ve never felt the need. But
after watching Jordan’s clip I knew that I had to see more. I was a little nervous about
filling out all of the information for the site. It’s not like I’m planning on running for
President or anything, but I’m still wary of a porno site having a bunch of my personal
information. Thankfully it said that the membership charge on my credit card would
show up as a generic entertainment company instead of bigtittybouncers.com.
Ever since I saw her, I have been convinced that the waitress at the coffee shop is
the Jordan from the video that I fell in love with. After I saw her for the first time I went
home to check, but I haven’t felt the need to look in a while, so it is taking me longer than
usual to find where I have hidden her video in the depths of my computer. I finally find it
in the folder marked Tax Info and replay it yet again. It’s definitely her—I don’t know
why things fell apart tonight.
*

*

*
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*

The day after I met Jordan in the bakery I woke up with a raging erection, ready
to meet the day with a pitched tent of optimism. But isn’t that pretty much what all
erections are, a sign of hope? Forget biology for a moment, it hasn’t done anything for
me lately, and just think about the psychological aspects of having an erection.
Contemplate all of the hopes, fears, that go with it. When I approach it from this angle I
realize that women don’t need to have erections because they do not need the hope that
men do—they have the control.
I thought about this concept while I got ready for work. I had to go ahead and
show up on time because I told Bing that the store opened at eight and he seemed like the
type that would expect me to show up on time. I realized that one benefit of having an
employee would be having him open the store in the mornings so I could sleep later
without losing any business. I paid special attention while I shaved; I have a tendency to
miss little patches of stubble along my jaw line and I was sure Jordan would notice the
slightest flaw. I put on one of my good pairs of jeans--which I don’t normally wear to
work because of the dust in the back room—with the idea that I could have Bing do some
spring cleaning while I stayed clean enough to impress Jordan at lunch. I grabbed my
scuffed bomber jacket off the back of one of the dining room chairs and walked out the
door without picking Lauren’s letter off the mantel and slipping it in my pocket—the first
morning that I forgot to grab it.
Bing was waiting outside the door when I rolled up at 8:05, watching with a mild
look of disapproval that spread into his usual grin as I got out of my Bronco and walked
towards him.
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“Well, somebody got all dressed up this morning. Planning on trying to impress
that cute waitress today?”
“I don’t know what you are talking about; these were the first clean clothes that I
found this morning.” I unlocked the door, flipped the sign back around, and turned on the
lights. I really wasn’t sure what I was going to have Bing do because my usual morning
routine involved reading the newspaper from Boulder and occasionally sweeping the
front sidewalk.
“I did a little bit of snooping about your waitress.” Bing’s grin didn’t change but I
got the impression that if he could have made it even bigger than it already was then he
would have.
“What did you find out?” I didn’t even pretend not to be curious because he knew
better; I decided that there was no point beating around the bush.
“Well, after seeing your fascination with her I thought I’d see what I could learn
so I stopped by for a cup of coffee this morning and talked to the guy that runs the place.”
“Robert.”
“Yeah, that’s it. I played up the whole new guy just got hired at the store
downstairs angle to see what he would tell me. He told me that he had just hired a new
waitress that was also new to town. Said she told him she was from some place in Florida
and decided she needed a change of scenery. Caught a ride through town and ended up
deciding to stay. Also said that she seemed like a pretty nice girl but is pretty quiet about
her past.”
“Did you happen to catch her name?”
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“Yeah, that was the main thing I was trying to find out since you were asking
about it yesterday—her name is Jordan.”
I couldn’t stop a grin almost as big as Bing’s. So it was true—the girl of my
fantasies was working at the bakery upstairs; probably less than thirty feet from where I
was standing leaning on the counter watching Bing grin back at me. She must have
decided to get out of the business and try to start over someplace small where no one
would recognize her. Jeremiah Johnson syndrome—people flee to the mountains to
recreate themselves in a new environment.
“So why are you so interested in this girl? Judging from the way you’ve been
asking it seems like you think you know her from someplace.”
“I guess she reminds me of someone I used to know, but I haven’t seen her in a
long time and was wondering yesterday if it was her, that’s all.”
As I had Bing sweep the store and begin inventory in the back room I thought
about how it must be a sign that Jordan was working upstairs. She was obviously trying
to recreate herself and fate had brought her here at the same time I was going through the
same thing. With the thought that I was also trying to change my life I realized that I had
left Lauren’s letter at home for the first time since she gave it to me, her eyes glassy, her
lip twitching, but maintaining her resolution not to cry. I began to panic when I thought
about forgetting the letter—Lauren and I had lived together for three years and it scared
me that I hadn’t thought about her the entire morning.
I was getting ready to grab my coat, yell at Bing to keep an eye on the place, and
head home to get the letter when I glanced out the window and saw Jarrel wander by,
muttering to himself. Jarrel was my slurring, stumbling gossip column. He was the one
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that had told me about the podiatrist and the other rumors that circulated about Lauren as
a result of her position of assistant mayor in a very small town. My desire to go home for
the letter disappeared as quickly as Jarrel did on his way to hang out at the grocery store
down the street. If Lauren thought that it was time to move on and find herself a
podiatrist then it was time that I moved on and found myself a porn star.
“Hey Bing, keep an eye on the place—I’m going to grab a cup of coffee.”
*

*

*

*

*

I woke up this morning in a quiet mood. There’s something depressing about
waking up before the alarm goes off because it begins the day with the feeling of being
cheated out of something. My head is knocking just a little bit from the last glass of
Jameson, a baby hangover; my head doesn’t hurt bad enough to be classified as
pounding. I still can’t figure it out—I watched the movie four times last night—I’m sure
that the Jordan from the site is the same Jordan I’ve been dating for the last few months. I
don’t know why she would get upset like she did, I didn’t think that I did anything wrong
but the knee that she threw at my groin seemed to think otherwise.
I dress quickly, not bothering to shower or shave because I know that Bing will be
anxious to get on the road, especially after I made such a big deal about getting an early
start so my Bronco would be gone before Jordan comes outside to go to work. The last
thing I want is for her to think that anything weird had happened last night after I left.
I had to dig my ancient coffeemaker out of the cabinet where it has been hiding
behind a box of stale multi-grain Cheerios for the last couple of months. I’ve gotten in the
habit of stopping at Amy’s every morning on my way to work and haven’t needed to
make any coffee lately—I guess that has changed. I take a steaming cup outside into the
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tranquil July morning and set it on the railing of the porch as I look over the meadow
behind the house. The early morning dew reflects the light coming over the rim of the
valley and breathes cool, tickling puffs against the wind chimes hanging from the eaves.
A hummingbird drops down over the edge of the roof and whirs in front of the feeder for
three heartbeats before disappearing in a ruby and emerald flash. I am hypnotized by the
swirling steam rising from my mug.
My meditation is broken by the clatter of Bing’s Ram clawing its way down my
driveway. My watch says that he is a good twenty minutes early; I’m beginning to
wonder if he is as nervous about going to get my truck as I am. I step back inside and
grab another mug and my biggest frying pan out of the cabinet. As soon as I heard the
truck I realized that I hadn’t escaped breakfast after all.
“I brought your share of the elk over, I figured you would want some breakfast
before we head over and get your truck.” Bing has gone all out and instead of his usual
jeans and flannel shirt he is adorned in a full mechanic’s jumpsuit. The name Smoot is
stitched over the right pocket—I don’t ask.
“Sounds good, we’ve still got plenty of time. Coffee’s ready if you want some and
the skillet is on the stove.” With the mention of the word coffee Bing raises a questioning
eyebrow at me as he sweeps past on the way to the stove, pulling a bloody package of
butcher paper out of his pocket.
I’m a little surprised to see Bing flustered about anything. Usually he’s all balls
and bullshit; I guess he felt safer last night under the cover of darkness. I would never
have guessed that he would be nervous about running into Jordan with me. For once, I’m
the one who is grinning while he tries to figure out the punch line. He throws the steaks
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in the pan with a sizzle of soft cursing, he had the heat too high and grease splattered his
jumpsuit. While he’s fussing with the steaks, I wander over to the mantel and take
Lauren’s letter down, turning it over, running my fingertips along the creases one last
time before I open the door of the stove and toss the letter inside.
*

*

*

*

*

Jordan had decorated for the evening when I arrived. Candles burning
everywhere: on the mantle, the bookcase, the end tables, the coffee table, the window
sills, the china hutch, the armoire. Wildflowers that she picked in the park walking home
from work were scattered in hand blown vases from the glassblower downtown. Vases
that were in Jordan’s price range because they were blown by the apprentice and carry
the imperfections of an amateur. Imperfections that must be sold at cost to make room for
the perfect pieces that the tourists want. Shades of milky blue, dripping sunset orange,
and mint tingle condom green are contrasted by crocuses, buttercups, Indian
paintbrushes, and a few pink roses cut from the city rose garden in the middle of the
night. The radio is softly misting instrumental piano music in the background. Jordan was
trying to be sophisticated, but I recognize the album as the collection advertised on the
television after midnight when the local channels go to infomercials.
Dinner was good though. She admitted that she stole the recipe for vegetarian
calzones from work, she wasn’t sure what else to do, the dishes at work are the only
recipes she knows how to make. We ate on the back porch, a rickety afterthought of twoby-fours and plywood that was added to the cabin by the last tenant to utilize the view of
the creek. He seems to have found all of his materials on the side of the road because no
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two pieces of wood are the same size and the table wobbles dangerously whenever one of
us shifts too quickly in our wicker chairs.
At least when we were outside the piano music was drowned out by the ripple of
the creek. The far bank is an impenetrable tangle of brush, on the other side of which is
the city park, deserted at this hour except for the occasional marauding teenage couple
looking for a quiet place to make out and possibly mess around if she is in a good mood.
Lauren and I used to wander down there late at night after basketball games that neither
of us cared about, but attended for the opportunity of going out afterward. We would
break away from the crowd leaving Viscione’s. Full of anticipation and greasy pepperoni,
we would disappear hand in hand into the darkness, smiling at each other as we ambled
across the creek on the covered bridge, the inside of which is filled with the magic
marker names of our classmates and those before us. I almost broke myself hanging from
the roof with one hand, foot propped on the railing to steady myself, as I wrote our names
over the opening on the north side of the bridge. I had to stop and rest twice before I
finally wrote our full names, but I didn’t want to write just our initials because I wanted
everyone to know how special our relationship was, how it would last forever.
We would stop and kiss under our names every time we passed. Standing behind
her, my arms wrapped around her stomach, I would look up at our names shakily
emblazoned in permanent marker and I would think about how great it was going to be
when we left Nederland, living somewhere warm, before pulling her to me for one last
perfect kiss. After crossing the bridge, we would turn off onto a dusty footpath that cuts
through the brush along the creek. Winding between bushes higher than our heads,
walking faster and faster as we neared our special spot, we were practically running by
77

the time we found our patch of soft grass next to the stream. A canopy of low branches
concealed us as I fumbled in my pocket for the condom that I stole out of my older
brother’s sock drawer, dropping the wrapper in the creek to float away like an autumn
leaf cut loose by the wind.
Years and lifetimes later, I had my own condoms in my pocket as I carefully
perched on Jordan’s deck and pretended to listen to her as I searched the opposite bank
for me and Lauren’s spot. I was almost convinced that it was directly across from us, less
than thirty feet from Jordan’s bedroom in the loft behind me.
“What are you thinking about?” Her tone is sly, playful; she can imagine. When
we first started seeing each other she told me that she didn’t want to rush into anything,
she had done that before and didn’t want to repeat her mistakes. I agreed, playing up the
caring, sensitive guy routine, but I was only able to carry it on for so long and she knew I
was getting restless.
“Just thinking about how perfect it is to be here right now. Sitting beside the creek
tonight, I can’t even begin to describe how happy I am that you live on the creek, in this
exact house.” I looked her directly in the face when I said it because that’s what is
expected of me. She doesn’t have to know what I’m thinking. She didn’t ask all of those
guys she fucked on camera what they were thinking, why should this be any different?
When I finally persuaded her to come inside, the CD had switched from the piano
pieces to another discount album, this time some kind of Celtic folk music. I can’t stand
shit like this, but pretended to be enraptured when she pointed out her favorite tracks.
Maybe it was wrong, pretending to give a shit, but it’s not like I was the first guy to do it.
I don’t know. I liked her well enough I guess. We had fun bumming around Boulder or
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going to the movies, we’re both fans of cheesy low-budget horror, but I had only one
agenda for seeing her. I had to move on first. Jordan was supposed to be my way of
beating Lauren to the punch before she had the chance to marry her nature-worshipping
podiatrist boyfriend.
I didn’t tell Bing that Jordan and I had sex. The best sex I had ever had, even with
the damn Celtic folk music playing in the background until we bumped into the stereo
cabinet and I reached around her and turned it off as I leaned in and bit her softly on the
shoulder to distract her. We ended up in a sticky, sweaty heap on the rug in the living
room, pillows pulled off the couch scattered around us. I wanted to say something, to
thank her, to let her know that I knew about her past, to tell her what it meant to me, but I
couldn’t find the words.
I didn’t have to, Jordan did. Relief flooded through me as she told me the whole
story, everything that I had imagined was true. She only made two movies. The first time
was when she needed some money and one of the guys she went to high school with told
her about the place she could go where, at least she claimed, she thought she was only
going to do nude modeling. She said that she felt so ashamed about it that she just needed
to get out of Florida for good and went back the second time to get enough money to start
driving. She lived in her car for two months, waiting tables or cleaning hotel rooms here
or there, until she made it to Colorado and used the last of her savings to pay the first two
months rent on her cabin.
I wasn’t sure how to respond, which angle to take. On one hand, I could play the
part of the shocked country boy dumbfounded by the news, first acting confused and a
little hurt that she had kept such a big secret from me, but eventually coming to forgive
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her for it and even act a little excited about it. Or I could tell the truth. Admit how
everything started as a way to one-up the assistant mayor and her hippie podiatrist
boyfriend. To tell her why I had to do what I did so I wouldn’t be the one left trying to
cope, the one trying to catch up in life after Lauren had moved on to something better. It
didn’t matter if Lauren never knew that I had beaten her to the punch, as long as I knew
that she hadn’t beaten me.
I opted for the truth and she kneed me in the balls as hard as she could, knocking
the breath out of me before I could explain myself. Time slowed down as I curled into a
naked ball of agony on Jordan’s living room floor. Overcome by nausea, I turned my
head to the left and puked, a puddle of vegetarian calzone and cheap merlot spreading
slowly across the scuffed hardwood, flowing along the dips in the uneven floor towards
the sagging kitchen in the back. Snot streamed from my nose as I looked up at her, candle
light reflecting on the tears that had fallen across her rosy nipples as she threw my jeans
at me in a gesture of hatred and pity. I pulled on my cloths as best I could, trying not to
show any pain as I straightened up to pull on my jeans. She simply watched, not even
trying to cover herself. Naked, silently sobbing, she glistened in the pale light as she
watched me pull on first one boot then the other before slowly opening the door. I tripped
on the stairs coming out of Jordan’s house and dropped into the yard. Eyes closed, I
paused to collect my thoughts.
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CHAPTER V

GOING HOME

Jake hates the bus station. He hates that he has to get up at five in the morning to
be at the bus station by six thirty. He hates the lumpy oatmeal that his mom, dressed in
her ragged sunflower bathrobe, makes for him and his brothers every morning before she
stumbles back to bed for a couple hours before heading off to her job as a cashier at the
Big Saver in Nederland. He hates having to huddle in the back of Roger’s ancient Ranger
as they drive down the mountain. There isn’t enough room for everyone to ride in the cab
so Jake, who at fourteen is the oldest, rides in the cluttered bed of the truck. As soon as
they start winding their way through the outskirts of town, Jake lies flat on his back so
that no one sees him riding in the back of the shabby truck. Jake’s biggest humiliation
comes every morning when they pull up to the bus station and he has to open the topper
and crawl out over the broken tailgate that refuses to open. It seems inevitable to Jake
that every time he has to make his undignified exit over the tailgate the University of
Colorado Lady Buffs track team runs by on their way back to campus. Even though the
girls never say anything, or even acknowledge Jake’s existence, he is convinced that they
are inwardly smirking at the pathetic kid who has to ride everywhere in the back of a
decrepit pickup. Jake imagines them back in their locker room, laughing at him.
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Once again the girls come around the corner this morning in matching Lady Buffs
t-shirts and CU shorts just as Jake is trying to free the hem of his shirt from where it has
caught on the broken handle of the tailgate. He immediately turns red and focuses on the
tailgate, avoiding eye contact as he studies the dilemma of his shirt. Good job, Jake,
shouldda looked before you got out.
When Jake turns back around the girls are out of sight, but the sting of
embarrassment is still hot on his cheeks as he imagines what they would be saying about
him this morning as they shampoo each other’s hair and wash each other’s backs. Jake
doesn’t know for sure if the girls wash each other’s hair, but he likes to think that they do.
He turns and walks toward the station door when he hears Roger call to him from the
open door of the truck—the window stopped working six months ago.
“Jake, hey Jake, come here a minute.”
What now? Jake thinks as he turns back around. It is Jake’s usual strategy to drop
out of the back of the truck as quickly as possible and disappear into the crowd before too
many people realize that he is associated with the bearded redneck squeezed into the
illegally parked pickup. The bus station is just up the street from the business section of
Boulder and Jake is painfully aware of how much Roger’s work boots and flannel shirts
contrast with the patent leather shoes and Italian suits of the passing executives. “What
now?” Jake groans. Why can’t he just leave me the hell alone?
“I need you to take Jessie and Jeremy to the library after school,” Roger replies,
completely ignoring the casual impudence of Jake’s tone. “We’re having a safety meeting
this afternoon so I’m going to be late. Go straight to the Library when you get off the bus
and I’ll come find you guys around six.”
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Jake starts to complain, but he knows that it won’t do any good—whining doesn’t
change anything so it is better to just keep it to himself.
“Fine, we’ll be upstairs by the snack bar.”
“Thank you. Listen, Jake, I know the last couple of months have been kind of
rough, but things are going to get better—I promise. It’s just going to take a little time
while we all get adjusted.” Roger studies Jake’s sullen face.
“Whatever. I gotta go, I’m gonna miss my bus,” Jake mutters. He turns back
towards the station. What the hell was that? A damn Hallmark moment?
The Boulder bus station is little more than a glorified parking garage. Dark, dingy
and ripe with diesel fumes, the place always gives Jake a headache. The ground level
consists of a small waiting room and a wide driveway where the buses load and unload
their unhappy passengers. The rest of the five-story building is made up of parking spaces
for the commuter passengers. Despite the efforts of the architects to design an attractive
building that blends in with the luxurious offices that surround it, the bus station remains
a place of squalor, a magnet for drunks and homeless who are willing to pay the four
dollars that buys them two hours in a soft, warm seat as the buses follow their routes.
Jake follows Jessie and Jeremy through the crowded waiting room as they make a
beeline towards the vending machines in the corner. More industrious than Jake, Jessie
and Jeremy spend their Saturdays doing odd jobs for the old spinster woman who lives
down the road from them. The Teeter homestead was founded a hundred years earlier by
a family who fled to the mountains to avoid a lengthy list of offenses that they had racked
up in Denver. Miss Bonnie is the last of the Teeter clan and, like her late relatives, she
mostly keeps to herself in a ramshackle cabin at the edge of the woods. Jessie and Jeremy
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each receive five dollars a week for their Saturdays of stacking firewood, picking up
branches in the yard, weeding the flower beds, and doing whatever else Miss Bonnie
doesn’t feel like doing.
Jake chooses to forgo these excursions into the working world and instead spends
most of his free time hanging out in the “office” that he set up in their barn loft. For some
unknown reason a massive oak desk had been abandoned in the hay loft by the previous
owners and Jake’s dad said that it would be more trouble than it’s worth to move the
damn thing. With his dad’s help, Jake had built two bookcases and a chair to complete
the rest of his office furniture. Jake’s prize possession is an antique desk lamp that his
mom bought at a garage sale for a dollar because it needed a new cord. It is under the
glow of this lamp that Jake spends his free time enjoying the smug satisfaction of having
his own space away from the cluttered bedroom that he shares with Jessie and Jeremy.
“Hey Jessie, whatcha gonna get?” Jeremy whines. He stares in awe at the vending
machine. Working for Miss Bonnie is the first job that Jeremy has ever had and his eightyear-old mind is still filled with the wonder that comes from having the money to buy
whatever he wants. One result of Jeremy’s excitement about his newfound wealth is that
he never spends any of the money that he earns, even though he insists on carrying his
savings everywhere he goes just in case he finds something he simply can’t live without.
“I’m getting the chocolate mini-donuts.” Jessie leans forward as he digs through
his jeans pockets for the change. At eleven, three years older than Jeremy, Jessie is no
longer enraptured by the idea of saving money. Even though they get paid every
Saturday, Jessie is inevitably broke by Tuesday at the latest. Really, his money only lasts
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that long because they come straight home from church on Sunday and he doesn’t have
the chance to spend his money faster. “You gonna get anything, Jake?”
“You know I’m not going to get anything, why do you ask the same damn
question every day?”
“Because it pisses you off. Besides, I don’t know why you don’t come help us at
Miss Bonnie’s. You can do a lot more than either of us. I bet she might even pay you ten
dollars.”
“You know that I’m not going to waste my life doing crap work for somebody
else,” Jake snaps, turning away from the vending machine. He storms towards the bench
by the window where he can watch the buses come in. “I’m going to actually do
something with my life,” he whispers. An express rumbles past the window on its way to
Denver.
Jeremy and Jessie shuffle over and plop down on the bench next to Jake.
“Whatcha gonna do Jake, sit in your office all day and breathe hay dust?” Jessie
asks with a grin as he unwraps his donuts and hands one to Jeremy.
“You know I’m going to be a big game hunter in Africa, like the guys in the
Hemingway stories that Dad used to read to us.”
“How are you gonna go on safaris when you get sick every time you see blood?
When Mom hit that deer and wrecked the van you wouldn’t even get out until Dad came
and got us.”
“Then I’ll be a writer like Hemingway, only I won’t hunt anything. I’ll just go on
the safaris and take pictures,” Jake argues, scrambling to find a way to win the argument.
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“Whatcha gonna do until then? Roger says that Hemingway did a lot of different
jobs before he started writing full time.”
“What would Roger know about it? He didn’t even go to college. All he’s ever
done is work in a damn brewery—that doesn’t take any brains at all.”
“You don’t have to go to college to learn stuff! Anyway, Roger went to college
for a year before he broke his leg and couldn’t play football anymore,” Jessie howls, near
tears. “He told me so.”
Even though he is tall for his age, four inches taller than Jake, Jessie always
seems ready to have a breakdown at any moment. When their dad was taken away, Jessie
surprised everyone by being the only one who didn’t cry. He had been playing baseball
with some friends down the road and came home in time to see his dad being led in
handcuffs up the driveway to the police car. As Jake and Jeremy cried for their dad to
come back, Jessie just stood there, mitt still on his left hand, baseball in his right, and
didn’t make a sound. When the car finally disappeared around the bend in the road Jessie
dropped his ball and glove into the dust that was supposed to be their yard and walked
into the woods across the road. It took Jake’s mom and some of the neighbors seven
hours before they found him. Ever since then Jessie has tended to lose control at any
provocation and it is the unspoken opinion of the family that he exhausted all of his
reserves of self-control as he watched the police car carry his father out of his life.
“Hey, don’t get pissy. I was just saying that working for Coors for the last
seventeen years doesn’t make Roger an expert on Hemingway. Calm down, alright,” Jake
pleads in a soothing tone. Why does he have to always make such a big deal about
everything? Jake wonders as he watches Jessie wipe his nose with the back of his shirt
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sleeve. Jake hates that he has to constantly try to console a younger brother who is half a
head taller than he is, but it beats having to listen to Jessie snivel the entire bus ride.
“You don’t have to say he doesn’t have any brains,” Jessie growls, his face red,
his chocolate mini-donuts completely forgotten on the bench next to him. “He’s a lot
smarter than you are.”
“Whatever.” Jake watches their bus pull into the station. “Come on, it’s time to
go.”
*

*

*

*

*

Jake hates how riding the bus is like being in his own little world where the time
flows differently than anywhere else. The natural laws that control the rest of the world
do not apply to buses; time slows down and everyone is sucked into their own personal
universe. Jake figures that time slows down when you are on a bus for the same reason
that it slows down when something terrible is happening: the universe wants you to
remember everything so you know what to avoid later. The first time Jake’s time slowed
down was last May when his dad came home late one night with his clothes torn and
blood splattered all over him, yelling about finally finding the damn bastard. Jake didn’t
know what his dad was talking about, but he knew that his life changed completely that
night.
Last year, before Jake’s life changed, when Jake’s dad still drove them to school,
they did not have to leave the house until six thirty—forty-five minutes to get down the
mountain to Boulder and forty-five minutes to drive north from Boulder to their school in
Longmont, the next town over. Now that they have to ride the bus it takes them two and a
half hours to get from their house to school. “It just doesn’t make any sense,” Jake
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whines in the evenings when his mom asks about his day. “We stop every five minutes,
even when the bus is completely full. We stop so that the driver can tell the people
waiting that we are full and that they’ll just have to wait for the next bus. If we just drove
by they would eventually take the hint.”
Jake blames Roger for making his life so annoying. Roger works at the Coors
brewery in Golden, south of Boulder, and decided that it didn’t make any sense to drive
the boys north to school when he has to go south for work. “If we already have to pay all
of this tax money to pay for these buses somebody might as well use them,” he explains
again when Jake asks why they can’t get a ride to school. “I wouldn’t be complaining if I
were you, you should be happy that the church is sponsoring you for a private school. We
would never be able to afford it, and the academy is a better school than any in
Nederland.”
Everything has gone downhill for Jake since last spring when his dad, Jim, found
out about Roger, who Jake’s mom had met in her express lane at Big Saver. Less than
two months after he came home covered in blood, Jim was sentenced to thirteen months
in prison for putting Roger in the hospital for five days. Jake’s mom refused to take the
boys to the prison for a visit and claimed that if she had her way the boys would never
see their dad again. When Jake’s mom explained to him why his dad wasn’t going to be
coming home after his sentence is over and that Roger was going to come live with them,
Jake didn’t say a single word—he just stared past her as if she were nothing more than a
bad memory.
*

*

*
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*

*

Jake hates waiting for the bus after school even more than he hates waiting for it
in the morning. As rough as getting up early in the morning is, it is a million times better
than having to stand at the bus stop across the road from his school as all of his
classmates are picked up by their parents. As the only scholarship students at the
Longmont Religious Academy, Jake and his brothers come from the poorest family in the
school, a fact that Jake became painfully aware of on his very first day at the Academy
two years ago.
Jake had been wandering through the halls, looking for his locker and cursing
himself that he didn’t pay better attention when the principal had given his family a tour
of the massive, new building. “Everything paid for by family donations,” the principal
had beamed as she showed Jake’s mom the new computer lab. By five minutes into the
tour Jake had already tuned out the bragging principal and was engrossed with checking
out the other kids, especially the girls.
Later, as Jake wandered down the hall past the art room and around the corner
towards the gym and its brand new scoreboard, also paid for by donations, he was too
preoccupied with looking for his homeroom to notice the small crowd of kids grouped
near the bottom of the stairwell.
“Hey, kid. Where you think you’re going?” asked a boy wearing the prep school
uniform of dockers, a blue blazer, and a scowl to match.
“I’m looking for Mrs. Slessers’s class,” Jake returned quietly as he watched, with
concern, the growing crowd of students. Why is this guy wearing a blazer? Jake mused. I
didn’t think people really did that.
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“Well, why don’t you go looking someplace else,” Blazer snarled. “You’re only
here because the school feels sorry for you. You don’t belong here.”
Jake’s scramble to think of a reply was interrupted by Mrs. Slessers herself who
appeared around the corner in a flurry of pastel colors and Lilly of the Valley perfume.
“What are you boys doing out here? Didn’t you hear the bell?”
“Sorry, Mrs. Slessers,” Blazer answered in the most angelic of tones. “I was just
telling the new kid about the school.”
“Isn’t that nice.” Mrs. Slessers smiled as she headed back around the corner
towards her room. “I just love it when people take the initiative to help someone out. You
boys run along now.”
“Just remember what I said,” Blazer said, pushing his way past Jake. “You don’t
belong here.”
*

*

*

*

*

As the bus turns the corner a block away and rumbles towards him, Jake tries to
pretend that he hasn’t seen Anna Montgomery walking towards him and his brothers as
they huddle in the wind break of the glass bus stop. Even though Anna is over a year
older than Jake, she is in his class because her family pulled her out of school for a year
while they lived in Europe. The fact that Anna had been to Europe gave her an exotic
appeal and Jake spends most of every gym class staring at her long legs and wild mane of
chestnut hair. His crush on Anna began a few months ago when she transferred to their
school. It was an entire month after school started before Jake finally worked up enough
courage to talk to her in the hall as they waited for class to start, but he was still too shy
to ask her out. Instead, Jake carries out his relationship with Anna in his head as he sits
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daydreaming in his office in the barn or in the shower when he tends to his morning
urges.
“Hi, Jake,” Anna trills. She slips in beside Jake in the shelter of the bus stop.
“Hey.”
“Is that the bus to Boulder?”
“Yeah.”
“Good, I wasn’t sure if I had missed it. I have ballet class today and my Mom
wasn’t able to get off work, something about an emergency meeting with one of her
clients. I’ve never ridden the bus before, do you take it every day?”
“Pretty much.” It’s not like I’m standing here for the fun of it.
“Do you mind if I sit with you? My mom gave me so many lectures about all of
the creepy people that ride the bus that I’m scared to sit by myself.”
“Sure, I’ll sit with you,” Jake mutters. Did she just say that I’m creepy? The bus
squeals to a halt in front of the stop and the door shudders its way open. “Jessie, take
Jeremy and sit in the back. We’re going to sit up front so Anna doesn’t miss her stop.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to sit in the back so you can make out with your
girlfriend?” Jessie grins, giving a wink to Jeremy, who is giggling behind him.
“Just get on the damn bus and do as you’re told.” Jake’s smack misses Jessie by at
least foot as Jessie scampers up the stairs of the bus with Jeremy close on his heels.
“Sorry about my brothers, they never know when to shut up.”
*

*

*

*

*

By the time the bus reaches the outskirts of Boulder Jake has decided that his
brothers aren’t the only ones who do not know when to shut up. Anna has talked the
91

entire trip—about ballet, cheerleading, the cute guy on American Idol, the ugly homeless
woman who sits across the aisle cussing everything that she does or doesn’t see out the
grimy window, how much Anna hates that new girl Erin in their gym class. As the bus
meanders its way through the heavy downtown traffic the only thing that keeps Jake from
jumping up and yelling at Anna to shut the hell up, that he doesn’t care what color nail
polish she is wearing, is the fact that every time she leans forward to straighten her skirt
he can see down the front of her shirt and just catch a glimpse of her pink bra. As Anna
rambles on and on about makeup, Jake wonders if her panties match her bra and he
imagines watching her undress to show him.
“Jake? Hello…earth to Jake, what’s so funny?”
“What do you mean?” Jake asks as he snaps back from his fantasy. He looks her
in the face as he slowly slides his backpack into his lap to hide the growing excitement in
his jeans.
“You were sitting there with a great big smile on your face. I want to know what’s
so funny,” Anna says, looking at Jake suspiciously.
“Nothing, just a joke Dave told me in the hall today.”
“Oh, I was just wondering what you were thinking about,” Anna answers as she
stares evenly at Jake. “So do you guys have somebody picking you up when you get off
the bus?”
“No, not today. Roger, that’s the guy who picks us up, has to work late so we’re
heading over to the library until he gets off work.”
“Doesn’t your mom worry about you guys wandering around Boulder by
yourselves? My mom says that there are a lot of crazy people in Boulder—even witches.”
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“My mom says that she doesn’t have to worry about us because we are crazier
than anybody we are going to meet. Anyway, it’s not far to the library so we’ll be
alright.”
“So who is this Roger guy? A friend of your parents?”
“No, he’s kind of my mom’s boyfriend. I don’t like him because he busted up my
parent’s marriage.”
“Oh, sorry, I didn’t know.”
“It’s alright…I don’t talk about it much.”
“Well, there’s my stop up ahead, thanks for riding with me.”
*

*

*

*

*

The Boulder Public Library began its life as a fairly ordinary government building
before city architects decided to spice up the library’s image. Now the library occupies
one building and is connected to the city art gallery by a covered walkway that traverses
Boulder creek. When the weather is warmer, Jake and his brothers explore the bushes
under the walkway and loot through the possessions of the homeless men who spend their
nights under the bridge and their days panhandling four blocks over at Pearl Street.
When it’s too cold to spend the afternoon outside Jake and his brothers head up to
the second floor of the library and go their separate ways. Jessie and Jeremy head to the
snack bar where, if he has any money left, Jessie buys a hot chocolate for them to split.
Jake waits until Jessie and Jeremy head for the snack bar before continuing up the stairs
to the fourth floor where he can play around on the library computers.
Jake is thinking about Anna as he trudges his way up the wide staircase. The cold
weather has driven more people than usual inside the library and none of the computers
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are available. To hell with it. Jake turns and slinks towards the fiction section. Tired of
talking, tired of noise, all Jake wants is to find the deepest corner of the library so he can
be alone with his thoughts. He cannot stop thinking about Anna’s pink bra and the curves
of her body beneath it as he tries to imagine what she would look like naked.
When the library building was renovated to add the walkway over the creek, the
fiction section was redesigned to hold more books on the fourth floor to free up space for
the walkway on the second floor. One result of this hurried rearrangement is that there are
now unknown corners in the library, hidden behind a labyrinth of sporadically arranged
shelves, which are so secluded that very few of the librarians even know about them.
Jake, educated from countless hours of wandering through the library, is aware of these
secret corners and is headed towards his favorite spot when he is stopped short by the
unexpected sound of voices coming from his corner.
Instead of the usual empty desk hidden in the corner, Jake’s peek around the edge
of the bookshelf reveals that the desk is occupied by a man with long black hair who Jake
recognizes as one of the college students who works in the snack bar. The other voice
that Jake hears is coming from a blond girl, her green skirt hiked up close to her waist,
who is bouncing up and down on the man’s lap.
As Jake ducks back into the aisle he is awestruck. He had never seen anyone
having sex before, the closest that he had ever come was an old Hustler magazine that he
had stolen from a bag that one of the homeless guys had left under the bridge. Jake still
keeps the magazine hidden under a pile of boards in the barn and looks at it whenever he
is certain that he isn’t going to be discovered.
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Jake can feel his jeans growing tighter as he peeks back around the edge of the
shelf and watches the man’s groping hands slide under the girl’s shirt. Without thinking
about it, Jake begins rubbing the bulge in his pants. Looking around to see if the coast is
clear Jake slowly unzips his pants, trying to make as little noise as possible. He is shaking
now, blood thundering in his head, terrified of getting caught but unable to stop himself.
As his confidence grows, Jake times his strokes to match the movement of the blond girl
and imagines that he is the man with long black hair and that it is Anna, her pink panties
and bra strewn across the floor, who is bouncing up and down on his lap.
*

*

*

*

*

As Jake sits outside the head librarian’s office rubbing his ear and waiting for
Roger to come out of the office, he is still surprised that he hadn’t heard the librarian
coming. When the librarian, someone’s grandma in a fuzzy purple sweater and flat soled
shoes, had seen what Jake was doing she dropped the collection of Chekhov’s short
stories that she had been trying to reshelve and slapped Jake across his left ear.
“Just what do you think you’re doing?” she hissed. “This is a library for God’s
sake. Doesn’t anyone teach their children to be respectable anymore? You should be
ashamed of yourself. Zip yourself up and come with me. We are calling your parents.”
Jake didn’t say a word as he stared with horror at the librarian from the crouch he
had dropped into in an attempt to cover himself. One result of Jake’s silence was that the
librarian heard the mad scramble on the other side of the bookshelf and turned the corner
in time to see the man with long black hair pulling up his pants while the blond girl
pulled her shirt back down into place.
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“Doesn’t anybody have any decency anymore?” the librarian snarled as she
looked at her three degenerates.
Jake reluctantly follows Roger as he walks down the stairs and heads for the
snack bar in search of Jessie and Jeremy. After the librarian had fired the man with long
black hair and banned him and his girlfriend from the library, she was turning her wrath
towards Jake when Roger walked up the stairs. Jake hadn’t wanted to say anything to
Roger while they were still in the librarian’s office, and he was too embarrassed to speak
when Roger asked him to step outside so he could talk to the librarian in private, but now
that they are alone he is desperate to talk to Roger—to beg him not to say anything to
Jake’s mother. Jake even imagined himself offering a bribe to Roger in exchange for his
silence. Jessie had said that Miss Bonnie would pay Jake ten dollars to work for her. How
many Saturdays would he have to work to pay for Roger to keep quiet?
As Jake quickens his pace and his hand reaches out to touch Roger’s coat, to offer
his plea, to beg Roger to keep his secret he hears Jeremy’s voice around the corner and
his hand drops to his side. His heart sinks as he sees Jessie and Jeremy march around the
corner towards them.
“Hey, where have you guys been?” Jessie whines as he looks first to Jake and
then to Roger for answers. “We’ve been waiting here forever.”
“Sorry about that, guys,” Roger says as he inspects Jeremy, making sure that he
hasn’t left his jacket anywhere. “Jake and I had some things that we needed to talk
about.”
“Well, it sure took you long enough. Jessie didn’t even have enough money for
hot chocolate and we had to drink water all afternoon.”
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“It’s a miracle that you survived,” Roger says with a laugh as he rumples
Jeremy’s hair. “Let’s get out of here. I’m sure that your mom is waiting for us.”
*

*

*

*

*

Jake enjoys the feel of the cold metal against his back as he lies in the bed of
Roger’s cluttered pickup. The spare tire and assorted parts and stray tools rattle around
him as the truck climbs the steep switchbacks of the dusty road. Jake uses his backpack
as a pillow as he stares out the window at the harvest moon rising over the mountains.
The cold on his shoulder blades soothes his shame as he ponders the pine trees and
decides his next move. Roger isn’t going to listen to me. It’s going to take a lot more than
ten dollars a week to keep him from telling Mom. He’s going to tell her and she’s going
to look at me the same way she looked at Dad when the cops came to arrest him.
The truck slows down and makes the turn into the driveway as Jake finally
decides that the only thing he can do is beg Roger to not tell what happened at the library.
Before he even has time to open the truck’s topper, Jake hears the door slam and the
stampede of receding footsteps as Jessie and Jeremy race for the house. Jake crawls over
the tailgate and turns around to find Roger staring up at the stars. It’s now or never, Jake
decides as he takes a step to stand beside Roger.
“Stars are pretty tonight, aren’t they, Jake?” Roger asks before Jake has a chance
to speak. Jake looks over at him, but Roger is still looking up at the September sky.
“Yeah.”
“When I was a kid my dad would take me camping for a week every July. Each
night we would lie in our sleeping bags and look at the stars as we talked.”
“What did you talk about?”
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“Oh, not much, this or that. He would tell me stories about when he and my uncle
were boys or grandpa’s stories from the war and I would talk about what sports teams I
was going to try out for or what girls I liked at school.”
“Sounds nice.”
“It was. I looked forward to that trip every year when I was a kid.”
“Roger?”
“Yes, Jake?”
“Are you going to tell my mom what happened?” Jake asks as Roger finally turns
to look at Jake.
“No, I don’t think so. This seems to be one of those things that is better kept
between us guys. I don’t know if your mom would understand.”
“Thanks, Roger.”
“Hey, don’t worry about it. I was young once too, you know,” Roger says with a
chuckle as he turns and heads for the house. “I bet that your mom is wondering about us.
You coming inside?”
“I’ll be there in a minute. I just want to look at the stars for a little while,” Jake
says, and watches Roger’s already retreating back heading for the front door.
Jack turns and looks back up at the stars and sucks the frigid mountain air into his
lungs. A single cloud creeps slowly across the face of the moon as the wind caresses
Jake’s cheek. A coyote howls in the distance as Jake turns and heads for home.
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CHAPTER VI

HERBIE

They say that truth is stranger than fiction. That’s what I’ve heard anyway. I guess
it must be true because I’ve never read a book about a headless chicken walking around,
as alive as you or me. On the other hand, I don’t know who “they” are, so I’m not sure
that I’m supposed to trust them; maybe there are books about headless chickens that I’ve
never heard of—I guess that is a possibility, I don’t read very much. On the other hand, I
am something of an expert on living, breathing, headless chickens so if this book was
worth a damn I bet I would have heard of it, even if I didn’t happen to read it. I guess for
the time being we’ll go ahead and believe what “they” say, but I might have to check on
that later—I’ll let you know what I find out.
My headless chicken, the headless chicken, is named Herbie. Herbie the Amazing
Headless Chicken!!! according to the posters that I had printed up and paid a couple of
kids to post on every light pole and bulletin board in town to drum up some business for
the show. A Miracle of Modern Science they proclaim in burning blue letters—P.T.
Barnum couldn’t have done better himself. As Healthy and Vibrant as Any Other
Rooster! and One of the Wonders of the Modern World! are also on there, but they are
more to fill space than anything else. When the printer and I were drawing up what the
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posters would look like she suggested that I include a picture of Herbie to grab attention
and fill up space, but I didn’t really want to spoil the show by putting his picture on there.
To be honest, there really wasn’t all that much to put on there—I have a headless
chicken that you can come pay me money to look at. No, he doesn’t do any tricks. I tried
teaching him to play checkers like that one chicken that I saw at the fair when I was a kid,
but he was pretty bad. We played ten games and he only beat me three times—I guess he
just doesn’t concentrate enough. So nope, no tricks—he pretty much just sits there or
wanders around and shits, that’s about it. No, he can’t eat either; I have to use an
eyedropper to drip water and mash down his gullet. It’s a pretty boring job except for
when he occasionally shoots water back up out of his neck like a little fountain. I guess
he’s sneezing or something, whatever he’s doing it can be pretty funny when he geysers
like a miniature, feathered Moby Dick all over one of those prissy city women who got
dragged to the show by her boyfriend.
Truth be told, he’s actually pretty good company to me while we’re on the road.
Rides up in the front of the truck in a box I built for him so I can talk to him and tell him
what’s going on. Sometimes he likes to stick his neck out the window and starts to make
that droning noise that you get when you blow across the top of a bottle, that was always
pretty funny until I hit a bump one time when he was doing that and he fell out the
window. I don’t know how the crazy little bastard didn’t get squished, but when I got the
truck pulled over and went running back there he was fine. I was scared at first because
he was all stretched out in the long grass of the ditch like he was deader than dirt, but he
jumped right up as soon as I got close. I swear he was playing possum just to scare me—
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he’s always good for a laugh but you can’t really trust a chicken with a sense of humor.
Ever since then I’ve had to keep his window rolled up.
Even with the occasional near catastrophe like that it’s a pretty good life—just me
and Herbie cruising around from one fair to the next. I like it, gets me off the farm for
awhile; I get to see new places, new faces—new female faces. You would probably be
surprised how much play I can get touring the country with a headless chicken—I guess
it must be that whole allure of the open road thing. I’m the loner, the free spirit—just me
and my chicken.
*

*

*

*

*

I really should keep working on my story right now instead of taking a break. I
definitely need to focus more if I’m ever going to get anything written, even if it is a
story about a chicken. I really don’t know why I’m always procrastinating so much—I
mean, I want to write a story right now, I’ve specifically set this time aside just to work
on this story, I’ve got nothing else to do, no place else to be, and yet…nothing.
It’s not like I don’t have any ideas either, because I do—tons of them. I carry a
little leather book around with me everywhere I go just so I always have something to
write down story ideas in. Like this morning while I was brushing my teeth and I had the
idea for a story about a truck driver who talks to hallucinations of a giant rat named R.J.
that travels the country with him and doles out wisdom in a John Wayne voice—damn
fine story idea I thought, and wrote it down in my little book. Or later while I was frying
bacon I had an idea for a real sexy story about a guy falling in love with a porn star and
setting out to look for her—who wouldn’t read that? That’s right, no one—that one is in
the book too. How about a story about a Mormon motorcycle gang? Wait, that one isn’t
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in the book, thought I had written that one down, just goes to show that you never know
what you’re going to learn from watching Gilligan’s Island.
Anyway, my point is that my problem isn’t a lack of story ideas or a lack of desire
to write a story—it’s a lack of coffee. It was on my list last night when I was at Big
Saver, but there is this new stock-girl working there and I just happened to turn the corner
of the bread aisle while she was bent over restocking the cranberry walnut bagels on the
bottom shelf and I just happened to forget to buy more coffee.
It’s alright though; I’ll just run across the road to Kris’s house and borrow some
coffee from her. Hey, look at that, it’s twelve-thirty; I bet she is just making lunch. Well,
I guess that if I just happen to be over there when she is having lunch and she invites me
to stay it would be very rude of me to refuse her hospitality just to come back here to
work on my train-wreck of a story. Let’s see, Friday is meatloaf day. Well, only if she
insists.
She wasn’t home. I forgot that she had some sort of horse show-dog-vet thing or
something this weekend—damn horses have interrupted my meatloaf for the last time.
After I figured out that she wasn’t home I was going to use the spare key to let
myself in to get it, but she moved it. Apparently she hasn’t forgiven me for the little
“incident” a couple of weeks ago when I may have let myself in to borrow some milk for
my coffee. I always have one or the other but never both—another one of life’s little
mysteries. Instead of milk, I drank her last two bottles of Pinot Noir and used a Sharpie to
write vulgar messages on her Persian cat, Jezebel, I mean Jasmine. In my defense, the cat
was eyeballing me the entire time I was there. She started it.
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Anyway, Kris wouldn’t listen to reason and must have moved her spare key out
from under the bird feeder and then forgot to tell me where she put it. No biggie, she left
her bathroom window open a crack and I was able to reach it by balancing one of her
deck chairs on top of the stack of firewood beside the house—no problem. I had to use a
chair because I tried one of the end tables first, but that kind of broke and I might have
broken a couple of her flower pots when I fell, but it’s cool—the chair worked much
better.
I’m sure glad I had my pocket knife with me when I finally got up to the window
because those screens don’t just pop off like they do on T.V. I never could pry the
screen’s frame out because I was scared that I was going to break my knife—I finally had
to just slit the screen all the way down and yank it out. It’s not like Kris will mind, it’s
getting to be the middle of winter. Who’s worried about bugs right now anyway?
I’ll tell you one thing though, that window is a lot higher up than it looks from the
ground. I had to stand up on the arm of the chair to get a good enough shot at it and then
the damn arm started to crack so I had to go ahead and jump for it. Unfortunately, when I
jumped I may have accidentally kicked the chair off of the woodpile and it took out the
rest of the flower pots and one of the wind chimes. If I’ve told Kris once I’ve told her a
thousand times that she should take those pots inside during the winter, but will she listen
to me? Oh well, part of the learning curve I guess. To be honest, at that point a couple of
broken flower pots were the least of my worries because the window was high enough
that I didn’t quite make it all the way in when I jumped and I got hung up on my belly on
the windowsill.
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First I tried to scoot forward and crawl in, but that wasn’t working so I finally
didn’t have any other choice but to drop my weight forward, kick off the wall outside,
and summersault my way in like you see those spies do on T.V. Would’ve worked great
too if I hadn’t yanked down the shower rod when I fell. I also might have accidentally
knocked the towel rack off of the wall with my foot as I went by, but I’m not sure that
wasn’t already like that when I got there.
*

*

*

*

*

No, actually he didn’t hatch like that—I did that myself about two years ago; but
don’t worry, it’s alright for me to tell you about it. Herbie and I have talked about it and
we’re cool, no hard feelings and all that. What happened was I went out one afternoon to
kill a bird for dinner, I had a lady friend coming over and thought some nice fried chicken
would help along the seduction process, and ol’ Herbie just happened to have the
misfortune of being distracted about something that day because he didn’t even look up
until I was right there on top of him. It all started out pretty ordinary—I had him stretched
out on the block and I was bringing the hatched down for Herbie’s grand finale, so to
speak, when I sneezed and threw off my aim. I’m just happy that I went far instead of
near because I’m damn lucky I didn’t cut my hand off. Anyway, instead of hitting him at
the middle of the neck where I was supposed to I ended up hitting him up near the base of
his head. At first I didn’t think that anything unusual had happened because he went to
flopping, flapping, and running around in circles like any other chicken does when you
cut its head off—only thing was that he just kept right on going. Instead of flopping for a
bit and then stopping he seemed to get his bearings and took off flat out running out of
the yard and down the driveway towards the road.
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Well, I have to admit that I was a little bit stunned at first to see this crazy little
bird running full tilt down my driveway when I’m looking down at his head laying there
on the chopping block—one accusing eye giving me that shocked, somewhat appalled,
look that chickens are so good at. Anyway, I wasn’t about to let my romantic fried
chicken dinner get away from me that easily, so I took off after him and I’ll be damned if
he didn’t turn at the end of the driveway and take off running west down the middle of
the damn road. If I’m lying may lightning strike me down right here, right now. See, I
must be telling God’s only truth.
Anyway, as you might have guessed, I’m not much of a runner. I guess it was
God’s little joke about all those fried chicken-mashed potato-gravy-biscuit-peach cobbler
dinners that I like so much—that and I had on my big clunky work boots that slowed me
down pretty good. If I had some of those fancy new sneakers that all the kids have I
probably would have caught him sooner. I remember thinking to myself as I chugged my
way up Bootlegger hill that if I ever catch this little bastard I’m gonna kill him, eat him,
and then start doing a little bit more of that exercise stuff that everybody on the T.V. is
always talking about—maybe that yoga stuff that those girls in spandex are always doing,
that doesn’t look that bad.
Anyway, like I said, even with my clunky boots and fried chicken-mashed potatogravy-biscuit-peach cobbler dinners I really think that I should have caught him sooner. I
guess it probably would have helped some if I’d thought to leave the hatchet on the
chopping block instead of carrying it with me, but what with all the excitement and
everything I guess I just forgot to drop it and still had it in my hand when I ran past my
buddy Adam Hughes, out working in his garden next to the road. I don’t know what he
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thought when he saw me run by, guess he was worried about me because he grabbed his
hoe—his garden hoe, his other one was inside washing dishes, ha ha—and started after
me.
I looked back over my shoulder after I heard him thudding along after me in his
clunky boots and I just assumed that he had seen Herbie shoot by and was trying to help
me catch my devil-spawn chicken that wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down. Adam
is starting to get on in years and seemed to be having even more trouble with his clunky
boots than I was with mine so I thought I’d help him along with a nice little word of
encouragement, “Come on, Adam, I’m finally gonna get that squirrelly little sumbitch—
I’ve already cut him once and I mean to finish the job.”
Apparently, as it turns out, Adam either never saw Herbie run by or was too
distracted by me waving the hatchet around in enthusiasm because he told me later on as
we walked home that he thought that I was going to finally have it out with that jackass
down the street, Gordon Porter, who kept trying to move in on that cute new waitress at
Viscione’s who I’d been talking to pretty regularly. But that’s just Adam; he gets kind of
excitable and lets his imagination run away with him.
*

*

*

*

*

Okay, I’ll admit, the bathroom was a bit of a mess, but it really wasn’t my fault—
if Kris hadn’t gotten mad about the whole cat thing and overreacted by moving her key,
none of this would have happened. Oh well, I’m the forgiving type, so I don’t think I’ll
hold it against her even if she is the reason I got hurt. I don’t think I’ll even mention it; I
wouldn’t want her to feel bad and keep blaming herself for it. The worst of it is the scrape
that I got across my belly trying to scoot through the window. It really is quite the
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scrape—all the way from my belly button to my nipples, just lucky that it didn’t rip either
of the rings out. It actually turned out pretty handy because when the towel rack fell
down it knocked the basket off the counter that she keeps all of her medicine stuff in so I
had the peroxide and the Neosporin and the aspirin right there waiting for me when I
woke up.
Apparently, as best as I can figure out, I hit my head when I came in because the
toilet seat was all crooked and almost knocked off of its hinges and I have a pretty good
sized K for Kohler stamped backwards across my temple. I’ve always told Kris that it’s
dangerous to have a toilet that close to the window, but we already know that she doesn’t
listen to me. Even with advice like that, when I’m only thinking of her safety—does she
listen?
Anyway, when I woke up I wasn’t feeling that bad really. Okay, I was bleeding a
bit but that was nothing compared to my shirt. I will admit that I was pretty pissed about
losing all of the buttons off the front of my lucky shirt—I had half a mind to make Kris
pay for it. After I calmed down a little bit, however, I realized that it wouldn’t be fair to
make Kris pay for a new shirt, it wasn’t her fault that all of the buttons came off it. Nope,
wouldn’t be fair to Kris—gonna make Cabella’s pay for it. I’ve only had that shirt five,
maybe six years—buttons shouldn’t just be coming off it like that. I made up my mind
that just as soon as I got the chance I’d sit down and write out a nice bitch-‘em-out letter
demanding that they replace the defective shirt. I was really pissed too because it was one
of my favorite shirts. Kris always joked about how much she hated it and was always
playing around about trying to throw it away or burn it. But, that was way back before
that other stuff when I wasn’t on the road all the time and what not.
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Anyway, I finally got myself bandaged up as best as I could—I pretty much used
up all of her Band-Aids and her white bath towels are looking a little rough after I used
them to wipe the blood off but I’m sure they’ll be good as new as soon as she throws
them in some cold water and some bleach. Anyway, I made it out of the bathroom and
headed down the stairs where I was caught off guard by Kris’s giant Christmas tree
taking up half of the living room. I know that she liked to put the tree up early but it’s
barely the middle of November—that’s just ridiculous.
The couple of years we were together we made a point of decorating her tree
together around the first of December. I thought last year went fine, even if Kris did
overreact about everything. I remember it because Kris ended up doing her whole pretend
to be scared act while I was waving the hatchet around and we had to buy a new window
because she let go of the tree too early while I was setting the tree stand. I wonder why
she didn’t wait to ask me to help her this year. I guess she must have thought that I’d be
too busy to help her this year—which is true. I’m booked up for the entire month, but she
still could have asked. I just don’t know when she would have had a chance to get a tree
in here. I mean the telescope in my living room has a great view of Kris’s entire house, I
even had to cut down a half dozen or so trees to clear up the view so I’d know if she
needed me. You see what I mean, that’s one of the things that I’ve been saying about
Kris—not thankful for anything. I spent a whole weekend cutting down those trees and
what does she go and do? She was out there all day Monday planting shrubs in front of
her house. Now how do you like that? After all of that work that I already did, now I have
to go down there at night and dump antifreeze on her shrubs to keep them from growing.
I would have just said something to her about it but she would have just launched into
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one of her speeches about privacy and restraining orders and silly things like that. When
she gets going on stuff like that it’s easier to just let her go for awhile—personally, I
don’t think that she’s quite figured out how to deal with me being famous and everything.
I’ve tried to be humble about it, I don’t even carry the newspaper clippings with me
anymore, but I can tell that she is still pretty jealous of me—turned out to be one of the
main reasons why we had to break up.
*

*

*

*

*

Well, I’ll be damned if Herbie didn’t decide to veer off at Gordon Porter’s
driveway and head toward the woods behind his house. I shouldn’t have really been
surprised because Porter and I go a long way back and I’ve cussed him enough times
around my place that I’m sure old Herbie knew what he was doing—I don’t know, I
guess he figured Porter would save his scrawny ass if it meant getting in my way on
something. I guess it wouldn’t be a surprise if I said that Porter and I haven’t always
fought like Hatfields—he used to be pretty cool until he turned into a complete dick.
We played baseball together in high school and were pretty much inseparable for
four years—roomed together at every practice camp, tournament, and exhibition game
that our team played. Porter and I made a pretty good pair, I played second and he played
short and we were a pretty strong infield. Things were going great until we had to fight
over the hot softball player that moved over from Central City and both got kicked off the
team.
I lost sight of the little bastard when he disappeared behind Porter’s house. As I
was standing at the end of the driveway trying to decide what to do I heard Adam coming
up the hill yelling, “Don’t do it Billie, he’s not worth it!”
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“What are you talking about? He’s nothing but a damn chicken, but if he’s
suffering it’s only right that I put him out of his misery.”
“Now there’s no need for name calling—I know you two haven’t gotten along
very well for a long time, but there is no reason for it to come to this.”
“Come to what? Adam, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. He’s a
chicken and I’m gonna kill him. I don’t know what you’re getting so fired up about.”
I guess Porter must have heard us arguing because he stepped out onto his porch,
baseball bat in hand, in time to hear my last comment as I turned towards the house.
“Just who do you think you’re going to kill?”
“Oh hell, now boys why don’t we just calm down before either of you do
something you’re going to regret later.”
“There is nothing to regret, I’ve already taken one swing at him, and I just gotta
finish him off.”
“So you were the bastard that did all of that crap to my house last Halloween—
you know, I always knew that was you. I was just telling Julie about it the other—”
“What the hell are you talking to Julie for?”
“Billie, why don’t you just give me that hatchet before—”
“No, I just want to know why he was talking to my ex-wife. I don’t think that’s so
unreasonable.”
“I can talk to Julie whenever the hell I feel like it; she comes over and talks to me
whenever she wants to talk to someone who isn’t a complete nut job.”
“You know, why don’t you put down that hatchet and you can put that bat down
Porter—we’re just talking here, you don’t need it.”
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“Look, I just came here to kill a damn chicken and now we’re getting into all this
crap about Julie and your house getting egged last Halloween, which I didn’t do by the
way and you know that because you sent the Sheriff over to ask me if I’d done it, but I
couldn’t have because I was in Blackhawk playing poker all night. Anyway, I didn’t do it
and wasn’t doing anything today except trying to kill a chicken for dinner, but the little
bastard got away from me.”
“What?”
“What?”
Before I could answer, Herbie came trotting around the corner of the house and
came right up to us. “Told you.”
“Damn, what the hell did you do to his head?”
Adam and I walked most of the way home in thoughtful silence, I had Herbie
tucked under my arm and, except for the occasional gurgled grunt, he was silent too.
Mostly it was just the steady thumps of our clunky boots on the asphalt until Adam
finally grew tired of his thoughts and broke the silence, “So what are you going to do
with him?”
“I don’t know what I can do; if Julie wants to talk to him I don’t know if there is
anything that I can do about it.”
“I’m not talking about that, what are you going to do with the damn chicken?”
“I don’t know yet, I’m not sure if I should just go ahead and put him out of his
misery or what—I don’t see how he can’t be miserable like this.” We kept walking with
the clunky boot thumps and Herbie gurgles—all three of us trying to figure out what to
do.
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“You know, I don’t know very much about chickens, but he doesn’t seem very
unhappy now that you look at him—seems pretty content if you ask me.”
“Well I suppose it isn’t to hard to be content when most of your brain is laying on
a chopping block in my front yard. Chickens aren’t overly burdened with a lot of thinking
as it is; I think old Herbie here has had his mind freed to a whole new level.” Herbie
stopped gurgling long enough to listen in on our conversation.
“Yeah, but I was talking more about being in pain, all things considered it doesn’t
seem to be hurting him any.”
“I don’t know how it could be hurting him any considering the way he took off
running after it happened; you’d swear by watching him that he knew exactly where he
was going when he took off down the road.”
“Maybe he did, you always hear about how a person who loses one sense
improves his other senses to compensate for it—maybe that’s what happened to our
friend Herbie here. Only instead of gradually losing one of his senses he instantly lost
everything and was hit with a tidal wave of some other sense to make up for what he lost.
Overload like that would probably make me take off running down the road too—just to
get my bearings if nothing else.”
“You really think that’s what happened to him?”
“Hell if I know—who’s to say for sure, but I think something definitely happened
to him because I can’t think of any other way to explain it.” The clunky thudding stopped
as we paused at the end of Adam’s driveway. Adam studied his little log house and his
overgrown gardens that consumed all of the space where the front lawn would normally
be. There, in his faded work clothes and clunky boots, the setting sun casting a warm
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light on the hoe slung over his shoulder, the head of his shadow just barely stretched long
enough to rest weightlessly on his front steps—in that moment he looked more like one
of Steinbeck’s farmers than an architect transplanted from Seattle. In that light I was
talking to the voice of experience himself; endless generations of agricultural knowledge
condensed into a haggard frame, sandy gray hair, squinting blue eyes, and a stubbly
weekend beard.
“What do you think I should do with him?”
“Take him home, keep an eye on him for awhile, figure out a way to give some
water because I bet he’s thirsty as hell, and just go from there. Only time will tell, this
might be a passing thing but you have something remarkable there. He might not look
like much, but that’s a hell of a chicken.”
I didn’t say anything as I turned to go home but Herbie made up for it with a
gurgle of appreciation for the compliment. I ended up doing exactly what Adam told me
to do. I took Herbie home and fixed a box up for him in the living room where I could
keep an eye on him. Found an eyedropper in the medicine cabinet and gave him some
water—too much apparently because that is when I discovered the whole geyser thing. I
even mixed some corn meal and water into a gruel and gave him that. Then I just sat
down and watched him while I tried to figure him out. At first I felt like I was nuts for
babying a headless chicken, but as the night passed into morning and I listened to the
rhythmic gurgling that I decided must be snoring, I began to understand what Adam was
saying about this being something special. That’s when I decided that Herbie and I were
bound for bigger and betters things—just as soon as we figured out just exactly what it
was that we were supposed to do.
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*

*

*
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I wandered into the kitchen and started rifling through Kris’s refrigerator,
grabbing half a pan of lasagna and an apple pie. I plopped down at the table and began
looking through a pile of mail while I ate. The usual credit card offers, bills, and weekly
fliers were peppered with Christmas cards and holiday booklets. I flipped through a
couple of lingerie catalogs while I finished off the lasagna and started on the pie, paying
particular attention to the lavender special on page thirty-seven. I left the remains of the
pie on the table, ripped out page thirty-seven for in-depth perusal later, grabbed what
wine I could find out of the rack, and headed back into the living room to stare down
Kris’s fraudulent Christmas tree.
I still couldn’t believe that she had put up her tree without me, I had been telling
her for the last two Christmases that she always goes about it all wrong, but she never
listens. I keep telling her that traditional trees are real ones cut down out back and
covered in mismatched lights of all colors and ragtag collections of ornaments that have
been handed down for years, but she always insists on uniform colors and matching
bulbs. Without my guidance she had chosen a seven-foot-tall artificial spruce, several
strings of solid white lights, and a dusting of silver bulbs that festooned practically every
branch.
Even the presents, neatly arranged to the perfection of a Good Housekeeping
display around the tree, were all wrapped in matching paper and adorned in matching
bows. Deep down, I knew that it made sense that all of the presents matched because Kris
had wrapped all of them, that Kris would load all of them up in her Explorer before
heading down to her parents’ house for Christmas, but it still bothered me that they all
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matched. Intricate patterns of white, silver, and gold—there wasn’t any Santa Clause,
Rudolph, or Frosty the Snowman paper anywhere in sight.
After uncorking a second bottle of Merlot, I slid off the couch and scooted over to
the tree. Even the damn tags matched, the same picture of the country church surrounded
by snow with the field beside it leaving enough room for the To: and From: to be filled in
by Kris’s perfect script. Most of the presents were addressed to her parents: the usual
collection of J.C. Penny shirts, Dillard’s sweater sets, bathrobes with matching slippers,
new kitchen gadgets, and the occasional hardback edition of the latest bestseller. The
entire left side of the pile was devoted to Kris’s sisters, brothers-in-law, and a growing
collection of nieces and nephews. It didn’t take a lot of imagination to figure out which
presents were DVD box sets, CDs, video games, and enough stuffed animals to fill an
ark.
Last Christmas had been a fiasco; the first and only time she took me home to
meet the parents. I think she was more nervous than I was about meeting her folks, but
that was only because I started on road beers about two hours before we got to the house.
From what I was told later, the initial meeting actually wasn’t that bad. I was able to hold
it together long enough to make it to the bedroom before passing out. Kris played off my
slurred speech and rude behavior as the result of being tired from driving for the last two
days, but parents knew exactly what was going on and were not impressed. It wasn’t until
after we broke up that Kris told me that I slapped her mom’s ass on my way to the
bedroom. The visit went downhill from there.
I finished off the second bottle about the same time that I found one last present, a
slim silver box tucked into the branches of the tree, that wasn’t addressed to anyone in
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her family. To: Eric. For some reason, she hadn’t bothered to sign it. I turned it over in
my hands, studying every intricate detail. The rippled scotch tape used on the back seam,
the wrinkle in the paper that told me it had slipped while she was wrapping it, the slight
smear on the tale of the C where the tag had curled up when she lifted the pen. I knew
everything that was possible to know about it, except what it was and who it was for. I
didn’t know that.
*

*

*

*

*

Well the little bugger made it through the first night and really didn’t seem
bothered by his new way of life. As I was feeding him some vanilla Carnation Instant
Breakfast that he apparently didn’t like judging from the two geysers, I decided that
maybe I should take him to the vet and get him checked out. If he was in pain, which I
didn’t see how he couldn’t be with his head cut off, I knew that I’d go ahead and try to
kill him and get my fried chicken-mashed potato-gravy-biscuit-peach cobbler dinner after
all. I say try because after cutting his head off without any noticeable ill effects I wasn’t
completely sure that I could kill him; if nothing else I figured that I could get the twelve
gauge out and try that.
I’d never bothered to take a chicken to the vet before, but even at that point
Herbie and I had already experienced several firsts together, so I didn’t see how one more
could hurt. My biggest problem was trying to figure out how to haul him to the vet clinic
without him shitting all over the inside of my truck—every other time I had chickens in
the cab of my truck was in cardboard buckets with cartoon pictures of the Colonel on
them. Actually, I did have a leftover bucket on the table in the back hallway, it made
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sense that it would work just as well for hauling around a live headless chicken as it did
for carrying around dead headless original recipe ones.
It turns out that it didn’t. I found the bucket teetering on the edge of the table,
dangerously close to falling off the stack of four-wheeler magazines it was roosted on. I
dumped out the last couple of pieces (two of those weird wing pieces that nobody takes
and always get left for last because they are a pain in the ass to eat and you never get
much meat off of them) on the piece of wax paper that they put in the bucket for
unexplained reasons, and left the mess perched on the March issue featuring custom
Broncos just in case I wanted those last two pieces. I don’t know if Herbie could sense
who the last occupants of the bucket had been, some sort of chicken ESP, but he was not
interested in joining the ranks of his family covered in a special secret blend of herbs and
spices. Every time I’d try to set him down in the bucket he’d start kicking and gurgling
supplications that would just break your heart—I had to give up and start looking for
something else.
I own the house that I grew up in. My parents sold it to me when my dad retired
from a long and adventurous career as a school bus driver and they decided to move to
Florida and hang around until they die—or something like that, it’s hard to tell, my dad is
a mumbler. Anyway, since it’s the family house it still has a lot of the crap in it from
when my brother and I were growing up. It was while I was digging through these
treasures from our childhood that I’d tossed into a neat pile in the spare bedroom that I
discovered the ultimate headless chicken travel case—my brother’s old bowling ball bag.
When he was fourteen my brother, Christopher, decided that he was going to be a
professional bowler when he grew up. I don’t know how many weeks I was dragged to
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the bowling alley every day after school to watch my brother hurl wobbly gutter balls for
hours as I listened to the raspy gossip from the chain-smoking team of old women from
the church across town. Weekly competitors in the Over Sixty City Wide Tournament,
their shirts proudly proclaimed them to be the Holy Rollers; mostly they talked about
those slutty women from the florist shop—the Flower Bowlers. Once I asked mom what
the word skanky meant and I didn’t have to go to the bowling alley after that.
The last day that I went to the bowling alley wasn’t only important because I
heard a seventy-four-year-old woman say the phrase “dirty cunt” through a lungful of
Parliament smoke (I knew what all those words meant, I just wanted to hear my mom’s
reaction) but it was also the day that Christopher decided that he kept throwing gutter
balls every throw because he didn’t have his own ball. All of the house balls were
scratched and dinged and a serious athlete like him couldn’t stand the embarrassment of
not having his own gear—even the Holy Rollers had their own balls. Thus began a siege
on my parents that lasted for three months until finally, sick of his incessant begging,
they broke down and bought Christopher his own bowling ball, bag, and shoes for his
birthday. I think that Christopher kept bowling for nearly a month after his birthday
before he gave up his dream and set his sights on becoming a professional hockey player.
I’m pretty sure that the bag hadn’t been outside of the house for almost twenty years, but
it seemed like just the thing to take Herbie to the vet in. It wasn’t.
The trip to town was complete chaos. Catching Herbie was a nightmare; he must
have gotten wind of the travel arrangements I had booked for him because he escaped
from his pen when I went in to catch him and I had to chase him around the house for
half an hour before I was able to corner him behind the entertainment center. The drive in
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was crazy because we hadn’t worked out our driving situation yet and he threw a fit about
not being able to see until I gave up and unzipped the bag so he could look around. He
got even madder when I suggested zipping the bag back up when we got to the vet’s
office and we got into quite the argument in the parking lot until I gave up again and let
him have his way. The only positive thing about the whole ordeal was meeting the cute
new vet, even if she did look at me like I was absolutely crazy when I told her why we
were there. The look on her face when I placed the bag on the examination table was
almost worth the $40 she charged for arriving at the same conclusion Adam did—yup,
he’s not dead. Paying the bill made it a little difficult to carry on the concerned owner
routine, but I liked her smile enough that I made a second appointment to check up on
him the following week.
*

*

*

*

*

The sun was going down when I came around in a pile of silver bows and
wrapping paper, I was wrapped in a teal bathrobe and had drooled wine-spit all over the
white stuffed gorilla I had been using as a pillow. Sometime after I finished the second
bottle of wine, I must have decided to rewrap all of Kris’s presents because I had
unwrapped everything under the tree and had tried to rewrap some of them with some
real wrapping paper that I found in the guest room closet. A swath of green and red
ribbons and candy cane wrapping paper spread from the bedroom through the living
room and across the table. Bows taped randomly to the walls, lampshades, and Jasmine
suggested my attempts at redecorating.
I pulled the bathrobe around me as I dug through the mess for the last bottle of
wine. I found the corkscrew under the basket of Christmas cards that I had knocked over
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in my pursuit of Jasmine. I scooped up the cards and dropped them on the couch next to
me as I pulled the cork. I chugged a third of it and started reading through the cards. Most
of them were old cards that Kris, following a mysterious natural urge common in women,
had saved. A few of the cards were from family members that Kris never saw anymore:
second cousins that lived on the other side of the country and great aunts and uncles that
had retreated to Florida, never to be seen again. Most of the cards, however, were from
Kris’s clients at the clinic. Mass produced cards with the picture of the family on the
front, the golden retriever posed in front with reindeer antlers on its head. One or two
cards from local breeders, I chuckle whenever I read a card that begins Thanks for taking
care of my bitch followed by a Happy Holidays.
The best cards had letters in them, some of them the printed Christmas letter, but
mostly handwritten letters addressed specifically to Kris. Expressions of thanks for how
well she took care of their pets and reassured their children when they were scared about
bringing Tate, Bella, Bear, or Feegle to the vet’s office. I don’t know how many times
she kept me waiting in the truck because she had to take some kids through the clinic,
explain to them what the different rooms were used for, and finally show them that their
cat was alright. Kris always liked kids.
One letter in particular stood out because the envelope was worn, crinkled like it
had been handled more than the others. The postmark was two Christmases ago, our first
Christmas together. The letter was from Mrs. Deerbon, one of Kris’s favorite clients. She
loves working with Mrs. Deerbon’s animals because Mrs. Deerbon is fanatical about her
animals and always takes the best care of them. I wasn’t surprised when I saw who the
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letter was from, but I was surprised when I kept reading and found out that it wasn’t the
typical satisfied customer Christmas card.
Instead of merely thanking Kris for her services for such and such an occasion,
Mrs. Deerbon began by thanking Kris for everything that she had done for precious
Duchess after her accident, but then she proceeded to tell the whole story. It happened in
July, the very same week that I took Herbie in for his first visit, just after Kris took over
the clinic from the previous vet. Mrs. Deerbon and Duchess had walked down from the
ridge to go shopping and have lunch over Amy’s before heading home. They were
walking back across town when Mrs. Deerbon decided to stop in the health food store
down the street from Viscione’s to pick up a few last-minute things for dinner.
She left Duchess tied to the bench outside while she ducked into the store, which
would have been fine except that Duchess spied a couple of kids walking down the far
side of the street on their way to the gas station for Klondike bars, slipped her collar, and
ran into the street. A screech of tires and a yelp spun Mrs. Deerbon around in time to see
the driver of a sky blue Land Cruiser open his door, look back at the heap of thrashing fur
at the side of the road, slam the door and take off in a cloud of gristly exhaust.
Before Mrs. Deerbon even made it outside the store, the mailman just coming out
of the antique store across the road scooped Duchess up in his arms and took off running
the four blocks to the clinic. Mrs. Deerbon took off after him, but by the time she got to
the clinic Duchess was already being examined and the mailman was discreetly trying to
hide the blood on his uniform by crossing his arms and turning sideways while he told
Mrs. Deerbon that the new vet was already looking at Duchess and that everything was
going to be fine. The mailman left to finish his rounds, leaving Mrs. Deerbon alone in the
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tiny waiting room to smell the pungent antiseptic and look at ads for puppies for sale, lost
cats, new vaccines, and gourmet dog foods for what seemed like hours before Kris came
out of the back room. Duchess didn’t make it.
Mrs. Deerbon closed her letter by describing how the look on Kris’s face when
she told her about Duchess was as heartbreaking as the news itself. She knew that even
though Kris was a young vet, or maybe because of it, Kris was perfect for her job because
she saw each animal as her own. In the waiting room, for a split second, before the words
made their impact and Mrs. Deerbon took over the grief, Duchess belonged to Kris.
I folded the letter carefully and slid it back into the envelope before returning it to
the bottom of the basket and putting the basket at the end of the table where I had found
it. I slipped the bathrobe off my shoulders and tossed it over the back of the couch. I
grimaced as I looked around at the destruction I had caused, wincing as my arched back
torn the bandages loose from my bare stomach. I dug around and found my coat under
the table and slipped it on. As I patted myself down to make sure I hadn’t lost my keys
somewhere in the shuffle, I pulled the present addressed to Eric out of my left pocket.
The only present that I hadn’t unwrapped, I turned it over in my hands again before
returning it to its place nestled in the branches of the now slightly crooked Christmas tree.
I took one last look around, shot a wink at Jasmine while I zipped my coat, and walked
out the front door, making sure that it was locked behind me.

122

